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Introduction: Reflections on Editing 



Lynn Craigue Briggs 
Eastern Washington University 

Meg Woolbright 
Siena College 



"We are healed by our stories." 



— Terry Tempest Williams 



Background 

Our eyes met in the mirror across the crowded Boston restroom. "Meg?" 
"Lynn?" we asked. It was a CCCC's renewal of a conference friendship, 
a renewal that precipitated phone calls in which we told stories and 
hatched the idea for this book. 

Between the two of us, we've spent over a quarter century in writ- 
ing centers. During this time, we've both marveled at the richness of 
writing center conversations and have been disappointed because so lit- 
tle of this richness has made its way into publicly authorized forms. 

This book resulted from our desires, desires that had rarely been ful- 
filled by what was available in print about writing centers. As writing 
center directors, we often had the opportunity to hear stories, but rarely 
had the opporhmity to reflect upon their meanings. The stories people 
told us, in our roles as directors, were usually told for an immediate 
purpose — to convince us to solve a problem. In between solving our cen- 
ters' problems, we sometimes wondered what lessons could be learned 
from these stories. Sometimes when we talked to each other we puz- 
zled and wondered about the stories we had heard. We brought the sto- 
ries that haunted or inspired us out into the open. We found it useful 
to discuss with each other the stories our center staff told us. And we 
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thought, "Wouldn't it be nice to extend this, to make the stories avail- 
able without the long-distance phone bills?" 

Some of these long-distance calls were spent puzzling over the fact 
that so many publications about writing centers seemed to sweep 
away complexity, to reduce tutoring/consulting/responding to a set 
of seven steps or five categories, to streamline policy and procedures, 
and to offer simple "solutions" to "problems." We saw an opportu- 
nity to resist this construction with a collection of rich narratives, sto- 
ries from the center, in which authors wrote about lived experiences 
and reflected on those experiences in terms of current theory. 

This is the book we wanted to read, and therefore, the book we 
have edited. 

A Little Rationale(ity) 

We were not the only folks in the field sharing stories. There was much 
writing center talk taking place in a variety of settings: at professional 
conferences, over limch, in hallways, over WCenter (the e-mail network). 
In our conversations, writing centers became microcosms of pedagogi- 
cal, textual, and human relations, not on the periphery but at the center 
of language, literacy, and learning. At this center, things converge. In this 
convergence, we come into direct and immediate contact with a multi- 
tude of sometimes conflicting strands: with students — such as Li, who 
doesn't look up from his grammar workbook imtil his last session with 
writing coach Stephen Jukuri, when he suddenly displays pictures of 
"home," then disappears; with colleagues such as Patty Dunn's, who 
challenge her philosophy and authority with their comments on students' 
texts. In this "center," we come face to face not only with the multiple 
subjectivities of real people, but with complex theories of how their posi- 
tions are constructed and maintained. Theories of language, literacy, and 
learning are played out in our daily interactions. 

More often than not, these writing center conversations are stories, 
stories repeated and mused over, stories that stay with us — for what- 
ever reason. These stories constitute our professional knowledge; they 
need to be trusted; they need to be taken seriously. They need to be 
shared publicly. 

It seemed simple and straightforward — a collection of stories about 
the writing center in which contributors puzzled about their stories, and 
connected the stories to theory that they foimd important. It seemed 
odd, on reflection, that no one had done this before. 
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But when we started to tell the story of wanting to do this volume, 
we found that its simplicity seemed to make it a challenge. The notion 
of narrative for academic purposes wasn't so commonsensical. 



Story vs. Study 

One of the things we learned from those who generously sent drafts to 
us was that the socialization process in academe was moving away from 
narrative and toward exposition and this movement was strong. We 
received many interesting and valuable studies from hopeful contribu- 
tors, studies that intrigued and informed us; however, these were stud- 
ies and not stories, and therefore, did not fit with what we had in mind. 

This led us to consider the distinction between a "study" and a 
"story." A study, it seems to us, is a story of sorts, but a story about other 
people's lives, with others' voices and others' authorities dominating. A 
story has a point of contact with one's own life. A study makes some 
attempt or pretense at being controlled or objective, whereas, a story con- 
siders events in light of their own subjectivity. We think that scholars 
have been taught to devalue their own stories; we wanted to compile 
this volume, in part, to ask our readers to reevaluate that lesson. 

In the chapters that follow, our contributors not only tell us the sub- 
jective tales of their writing center lives, but reflect on how their sub- 
jectivities were formed, they try to figure out what forces shaped their 
perceptions, and, whenever possible, they connect the stories to theo- 
ries they have thought through. 

We wanted actively to resist what we call "study" discourse — the dis- 
tanced, measured telling of events. We wanted to resist it not only to be 
resistant, but also to put pressure on the discourse of our field, to ques- 
tion implicitly the notion that we must use study-like language to gain 
respect. We think that such resistance will strengthen the field as we 
all begin to question our discursive assumptions and decisions. 

We believe that story can offer an entree into our undergraduate and 
graduate students' lives and send them a message that the language that 
we use to construct our own lives is valued and valuable for teaching. 

We also hope to advance the cause of narrative in academe, because 
we believe that we need a variety of discourse forms to capture the 
array of important thoughts in the field. Narrative provides a way to 
speak things otherwise unspeakable, to give voice to that which would 
otherwise go unheard. 

After six years we would also like to assert that writing (and editing) 
narrative is as rigorous as writing non-narrative discourse. We wonder if 
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narrative has been devalued because it is the discourse of fairy tales, din- 
ner conversation, pillow talk. While we want to value those storytelling 
situations, we also want to draw distinctions between these forms of nar- 
rative and the academic narratives included in this volume. WHiat we offer 
here are two specific types of narratives — ^forms that we wish to call aca- 
demic narrative — that tangle story and theory inextricably. 

We hope that this volume can help folks in our field reclaim their 
stories, to relearn to trust their narrative selves, and to dwell on the sto- 
ries that haunt or inspire them. 



Intertwining Story and Theory 

Our contributors demonstrate two different ways that story can be 
intertwined with theory as an academic discourse form. One group uses 
theory as a way to read the story, the other uses story as a way to read 
the theory. Sometimes story is the lens that brings theory into clearer 
focus; sometimes theory clarifies story. 

Those contributors who use theory as a lens through which to read 
story also use theory as a way to make sense, knit together, or even dis- 
possess a story of its haunting power. These contributors seem to take 
comfort in theory — the presence of another's theory seems to suggest 
that they are not alone, that their stories, although unique, are not aber- 
rations. Most of the contributors who use theory to make sense of 
story — Mark Hurlbert, Michael Blitz, Joe Janangelo, and Jan Wolff — 
relate stories of restlessness in relationships. They seem to use theory 
to make some sort of peace with stories of these relationships. They use 
theory to help themselves slow the stories down and reflect their way 
to new positions on the relationships. 

The level of abstraction characteristic of theory enables it to be 
applied to many different sets of experience. Patty Dunn, Beth Boquet, 
Laura Rogers, Carolyn Statler, Stephen Jukuri, Lynn Briggs and Kate 
Latterell all apply theory to their stories. As a result, the theory is illu- 
minated. The stories provide particular handles for theory, handles that 
enable these writers to stretch and test theory. These stories show how 
theory works and how the intricacies of writing center interaction 
demonstrate aspects of theory. Like theory, these stories, although vivid 
and specific, become generalizable, as testaments to how theory works. 
These contributors write about larger issues — professional roles, insti- 
tutional constraints and the multiplicity of subject positions for writ- 
ing center personnel. 
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Foreshadowing 

Lyrm Briggs's chapter tells the story of her long-term writing center rela- 
tionship with Mary Ann to illustrate Cooper's "web of readers," and 
to speculate on how academic culture forces coherence on writers. By 
examining the web of readers that she and Mary Ann make visible in 
their writing center sessions, Lynn considers how troubling the acade- 
mic construct of "coherence" can be. She also speculates on how emer- 
gent technologies metaphorically challenge that construct. 

While Lynn explicitly challenges the need for coherence, Beth 
Boquet's quilted recollections do so implicitly. Beth explores the pieces 
of the writing center system — training, interaction with students, paper- 
work — and how those pieces are managed by the center staff to paint 
a particular portrait of the institution. She uses Coffman's metaphor of 
the world as a stage, and all the participants in the writing center ecol- 
ogy are "stepping into a role that already exists," where little "impro- 
visation is allowed." In Beth's story another tutor. Shelly, attempts to 
take control over her role, to improvise, as it were, by not filling out 
the paperwork. Shelly's petulant resistance is ironically juxtaposed with 
real reasons for resistance — the way that documents and documenta- 
tion seek and serve to control workers, and to make people complicit 
in institutional schemes. 

Beth tells of working with Tom, a writer whose institutional roles 
have been blurred. He is a recent veteran and a returning student. His 
interpretations of his place in the system conflict with Beth's. She is 
annoyed with Tom for his militaristic ideology, and yet when she 
reflects upon her own views she sees that as a tutor, she is also some- 
one who has "mastered the discourse and internalized the ideology of 
the institution." 

While the issues of gender and power echo throughout the center in 
Beth's story, Patty Dunn's tale reminds us that the center is located in a 
politicized institution. Patty worries that writing for this collection is the 
cowardly way out of a dialogue she should have with a senior colleague 
(one with a vote on her tenure) about her being "soft" on grammar. As a 
writing center director, Patty considers the ecological system of response 
and how one's position in this hierarchical system affects the kind of 
response one can provide. She connects rhetorical constructs to this 
hierarchy, and considers how concepts like the "thesis" end up writing 
the student. She tells of Tara, a writer who is disabled as a reader 
because of her writing instruction, which taught her that good writing 
presents a clear thesis. Patty laments the fact that in the academic 
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system, having something for faculty to profess — for example, strict 
rules about grammar — sometimes prevents teachers from teaching the 
kind of analytic reflection that universities ostensibly exist to promote. 

As Patty feels at risk because of her philosophy at the center, Jan 
Wolff challenges herself to make the center's contact zone a safe house 
for at-risk students. Jan uses Pratt's notion of a "contact zone" to 
describe her work with Trevor. Somehow she and Trevor are able to 
negotiate a safe house within the power imbalances of the contact zone, 
where Trevor occasionally experiences incomprehension, but "never the 
rage" Pratt associates with the zone. 

This is a story of reciprocal learning — while only the knowledge 
from Jan's side is privileged, the information and insights from Trevor's 
side are valued in the center. In fact, contact with Trevor enables Jan to 
reevaluate her specialist stance and language. Jan realizes that Trevor's 
contribution to her knowledge of the world goes beyond translation of 
gang symbols and right to the heart of her expertise. 

The contact zone in which Jan operates provides a place for alien cul- 
tures to interface. Stephen Jukuri teases out his multiple writing cen- 
ter subjectivities and examines the way they interface (or fail to). 
Stephen explores his and his writers' multiple subjectivities in the cen- 
ter; he ponders what it might be to follow Holzman's advice to "replace 
relationships within roles" with relationships between individuals. 
Stephen tells the tale of his interactions with Carla, Li, Russ, Dan, and 
Jim and demonstrates how many different subject positions he takes, 
and pushes others into, in the center. He also paints a picture of lives 
that are tangled together, of writing center relationships that won't 
remain only writing center relationships, of subject positions that won't 
remain fixed. 

Stephen's examination of his multiple subjectivities illuminates how 
many voices can be ventriloquated through one writing center coach. 
Laura Rogers and Carolyn Statler examine this multivocality within the 
challenging parameters of a writing center in which tutors literally are 
supposed to speak for teachers. Laura and Carolyn tell of working in 
their writing center, which has the practice of de- and recontextualizing 
student writing. At this center, writing center instructors are the primary 
readers of papers written for other classes. Laura and Carolyn use the 
work of Bakhtin and Knoblauch to understand their work with writers 
Mary, Jim, Linda, and Jane in the material context in which their writ- 
ing center is situated. They consider the way that their institution had 
cast these writers as "rogues" or "clowns," and how working with writ- 
ing center instructors was supposed to norm or "center" these kinds of 
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writers. They share their regrets over how the system caused them to 
distrust their reactions to Mary made them go through charmels, and, 
in essence, be less able to help Mary do what Knoblauch encourages us 
to do — work "toward the improvement of [her] condition." 

While Carolyn and Laura consider the dialogic nature of writing cen- 
ter work, Mark Hurlbert and Michael Blitz write a chapter born of 
e-mail dialogues that are much like the give-and-take of center response 
sessions. Their chapter demonstrates the synergy of collaboration as 
they consider some of the complex political issues which are often seen 
in discussions of composition, but often absent from writing center talk. 
Mark and Michael use the stories of Gloria and Anthony, of Erika and 
Leana, to remind us that ESL students in the writing center aren't just 
bringing with them different vocabularies and syntax, but different 
possibilities and fears. Gloria wanted Mark to "fix" her English. After 
Gloria disappeared, her ghost has made it harder and more urgent for 
Mark to get a "fix" on who and what are important in the academy. 

In Michael and Mark's story, tutors Erika and Leana discovered that 
one person's periphery is another's center. Through an exploration of 
language, Erika, Leana, and writer Sonya also explored social class. In 
a collaboration full of laughter, they created a safe place for one another 
in the center — a place where — for the moment, getting "fixed," "a fix," 
or academic fixations had no place. 

Mark and Michael's chapter resulted from a felicitous collaboration 
made possible by computer technology. Joe Janangelo's story, of less 
felicitous collaboration, examines a new technology used for one of the 
oldest purposes on earth. Through the story of Orlando and Hedy, Joe 
explores how the new technology of computers engages tutor and 
writer in a dance around an old technology, the body. Joe registers a 
range of responses to Hedy and Orlando's exploits, from outrage, to 
reflection, to reexamination. He ends by speculating that the forcible 
removal of sexuality from all endeavors pedagogical has made the 
erotic seem unnecessarily prurient. His story of sexual exploitation in 
the writing center computer lab ends by suggesting that the recupera- 
tion of sexuality may lead to greater awareness of the forces at play in 
the academy. 

Joe offers a challenge to the common assumption that the erotic and 
pedagogical should always be separate. Kate Latterell challenges 
another common assumption — that student-centered pedagogy is 
always preferable in centers. Kate examines the gaps and disjunctures 
between student empowerment through liberatory discourse and the 
experiences of working with students in writing centers. In doing this. 
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she rethinks the language of "student-centeredness" and the notion of 
"authority" in writing centers. 

Throughout her concern is not with the issues themselves, but rather 
with how the writing center community talks about the issues. She looks at 
the assumptions of student-centered tutoring, first through her experiences 
with Carlos and second through the narratives of feminist pedagogy. 



What We've Concluded 

The vivid and personal nature of these narratives seems in some ways 
the antithesis of acceptable academic prose. The irony we discovered, 
however, is that these stories bring to life some of the most acade- 
mic of texts. The narrators in this volume have tightly tangled story 
and theory, making academic theory accessible, perhaps acceptable, 
and more authoritative. We want to use this volume of stories to 
argue for academic narrative not (only) because it is more humanis- 
tic, more humane, more "fun," but because it is rigorous and truth- 
ful. We want to suggest that stories can and should offer insights into 
theory, thus enlarging our concepts of the field. Through these sto- 
ries we are able to glimpse the theories of Bakhtin, Cooper, Foucault, 
Holzman, Coffman, and Pratt in action — as interpretive frameworks 
for writing center experience. 

It seems odd and sensible that story and theory can interanimate 
each other, making each more powerful. We believe that this power 
comes from the storytellers and returns to them, and to others like them 
who use stories to help themselves and others understand the nature 
of language, literacy, and learning. 




16 



1 A Story from the Center about 
Intertextuality and Incoherence 



Lynn Craigue Briggs 
Eastern Washington University 



Several years and a worldview or two ago, I had a relationship with a 
writer at the writing center. This relationship turned many things on 
their heads for me — my romantic notions of writing, my sense of who 
I should be as a consultant, my acceptance of coherence as a standard 
of academic discourse. 

Before I met Mary Ann I was a pretty good, pretty process-oriented 
writing center consultant. I believed in the dominant linear model of 
learning, consulting, writing. I believed in and followed the rules of my 
writing center: I filled out the forms, I completed sessions neatly in an 
hour, and I let the writer do most of the talking. My relationship with 
Mary Ann presented another model of learning, consulting, writing — 
a model of a web — and this model allowed me to break the rules, 
neglect the forms, and stay later in the center. My relationship with 
Mary Ann was productively disruptive, and reflection on it continues 
to be so. As a writer with much authority, Mary Ann made me feel 
empowered to make changes in my consulting — changes that weren't 
necessarily sanctioned by the Institution. 

Initial Contact 

Before Mary Ann came in for her first appointment at the writing cen- 
ter I checked the file drawer for her records — "No records, new writer." 
But when she showed up she didn't look new to me, she looked old, 
or older, at least, than most of the writers I worked with. She looked 
rather gray — wavy graying hair, neutral clothes, sort of pale. I intro- 
duced myself to her, wondering what brought her in, noticing the thick 
folder imder her arm. 

As a fitness-frenzied, newly pregnant, twenty-five-year-old doctoral 
student, her age, her grayness were things I dreaded for myself. I was 
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Lynn Craigue Briggs 






consciously aware, in my condition and position, of trying to remain 
lively, colorful, and young. 

Our dual (or duelling) folders stood as symbols of the expectations 
each held for our meeting, our relationship. In mine were the slips of 
paper that defined our center as a writer-centered place within a uni- 
versity that valued recordkeeping, checks, balances, and procedure. As 
a representative of the center, the one carrying the folder, I implicitly 
brought in those values. 

We sat down in the little window less room. I took out my folder, 
she put hers aside. My rules and procedure-governed agenda took 
precedence, I claimed my authority as university representative. I took 
control of the agenda — I gave her forms to fill out, waited until she 
completed them, and began the consulting protocol. I asked her how 
she had heard about the center. She indicated that her friend Marjorie — 
a really interesting character, eighty-six years old and writing a his- 
torical novel on ancient Greece — had recommended she come in. Since 
Mary Ann lacked the immediate charm of being eighty-six, I was sort 
of put off. Although I had been charmed by her friend Marjorie's idio- 
syncratic visits, I was used to anxious undergrads or eager grad stu- 
dents, whose institutional needs seemed to make them trusting of me. 
I was used to writers who didn't do self-sponsored writing, who were 
writing because they were assigned it by someone who had power 
over them, writers who called me in as an intermediary, who acqui- 
esced to me some power in the academy. 

But Mary Ann looked like a housewife-poet. That, in my moments 
of angst, was my fear for my own life: that I'd end up as someone 
trapped inside someone else's economic support, dying for an expres- 
sion of self. I was scared that she was like me and attracted to the pos- 
sibility of alliance. I had hardly even spoken to her, yet I was tangled 
up with her already. 

When she pulled her text out I was relieved to see that it wasn't 
poetry; it looked like letters. I asked her what she was writing them 
for. She said herself, then she said she wanted to publish them. I felt 
more comfortable with that. I liked the idea of having a goal. I was good 
at rhetorical problem-solving. I wasn't sure I could get into providing 
fulfillment for a homemaker who wanted strokes for her writing, but 
I could easily talk about streamlining and assessing audiences for pub- 
lication. I was soothed. I could do what I had been conditioned to do — 
help a writer create a coherent text for an audience who had power over 
her. I didn't have to abandon my training and values to this woman 
who seemed so strangely like me yet glaringly different. I asked her to 
tell me more about her text. 




18 



A Story from the Center about Intertextuality and Incoherence 



3 



She told me that it was a series of letters to her dead mother. I was 
put off again. I was annoyed. Wasn't this a waste of my talents? I was 
scared. What if she veered off into the heavily existential? I wasn't 
trained to deal with that. She indicated that it was a variation on a jour- 
nal, a way of exploring issues in her life. I was worried about how per- 
sonal this sounded. I liked working with writers who had essays to 
interpret or data to analyze. 

Mary Ann seemed to think that I could give her feedback on this 
blurry discourse form. I had my doubts. I thought I was a good con- 
sultant because I was a good writer. But I was a good academic writer. 
I didn't even read fiction — ^just essays, studies, reviews. That was the 
kind of writing that got things done in the world. The kind that got peo- 
ple ahead. That is what I knew about and helped people with. After 
all, most of the writers I worked with wanted to get ahead, and saw 
writing as something they needed to master in order to do so. 

I explained our procedures — that the writer reads to the consultant, 
that the consultant takes notes, that either can interrupt and ask ques- 
tions, etc. I told her that we "work with the writer, not just the writ- 
ing," a rather romantic notion at that time, in a center steeped then in 
process pedagogy as a way to accomplish the academy's agenda. I then 
asked if she minded if I taped the session, because I was doing a little 
research on the center. 

"What kind of research?" she wanted to know. I explained that I'd 
change her name, that it wasn't about her text. That wasn't what she 
wondered about — she wanted to know my research methodology, my 
paradigm. I was surprised, but I stumbled through my then limited 
understanding of qualitative research and symbolic interactionism. She 
said that she had been drawn to qualitative herself, but in her field, of 
course, quantitative had been the norm. 

And what was her field? 

Oh, social psychology. She earned her Ph.D. from Chicago and had 
been a professor at a local college until . . . and then she said that I could 
certainly tape the session, and took her text out to begin. 

As I had outlined in our procedures, she read the text to me. I was 
comfortable that she was adhering to the prescribed routine, but I was 
surprised by the text. It was personal right from the start. I was amazed 
at what she made known in her text so quickly — that her husband had 
cancer, that her mother was abusive, that she was a Quaker, that she 
suffered from manic depression, that she had two children, that her 
father was still alive, and that she was struggling with much in her life. 

The pressure was back on me, I thought. My head throbbed. I'd have 
trouble not being affirming to someone with so much to bear, someone 
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whom I thought might be fragile. I was exceptionally nice and delicate 
with my responses that session. It wasn't so much that I didn't really 
believe what I said, but I cut off my awareness of what I could believe. 
I had put a box around my potential negative reactions. I started by 
keeping them only to myself, then I stopped letting myself acknowledge 
them at all. I didn't want to disrupt her. The personal nature of the text 
and her investment in it made me feel as if I could be disruptive. And 
being disruptive in this way wasn't what I thought consulting was 
about. 

Suddenly and ironically, Mary Ann challenged my sense of author- 
ity just because of who she was — she was or had been nearly every- 
thing I wanted to be. Funny, only moments before she had seemed to 
be everything I dreaded becoming. But as she described her accom- 
plishments I saw that in the world outside of the center she certainly 
had higher status. Yet, she came to me for help. I felt that the way for 
me to achieve what I wanted in life — motherhood, a doctorate, a fac- 
ulty position, higher status — was to do right by her. That made me feel 
under the gun, gave me performance anxiety when working with her. 

Instead of feeling like I was with a writer who looked to me as the 
One Who Knows, I looked at her in that way. She was the One Who 
Knows dissertation writing and defense, employment, childbirth . . . 

She left, and signed up for another appointment at the same time 
the next week. I was flattered — here was this really smart, older, pro- 
fessional person who wanted to work with me again. From my grad- 
uate student perspective, that was really reassuring. Apparently I had 
been a good enough consultant. 

She came back the next week, and the week after that, and the week 
after that. She wrote and revised each week, and her thick folder of writ- 
ing got thicker, even though we only got through about five pages a 
session. 

As we worked I was conscious of being torn, of separating parts of 
myself as I listened to the text. On the one hand, I was the analytical, 
critical consultant-listener, taking copious notes, carefully tracing pat- 
terns, listening for skipped references, needed details, themes that tied 
sections together. On the other hand, I was my curious self, getting 
swept away, wanting to ask questions like "What do Quakers believe?", 
"How did it feel to be locked in an institution?", or "How long does 
your husband have to live?" I kept these voices in my head quiet, 
much as I learned to silence the negative reactions I had to her text. I 
believed that neither my negative reactions nor my personal questions 
were appropriate for my position and aspirations as a consultant. 
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I was also my concerned self, wondering if she was okay, if the 
friends she mentioned, or the relatives still living, or the Quaker com- 
munity could support her enough when she needed it. 

I was also my reflective self, thinking about my own relationship 
with my mother, and the relationship-to-be with the child I was then 
carrying. But I mostly talked from my consultant self. 

For only one of these selves was validated by the academy — it was 
only appropriate for me to be my analytical consultant self in the cen- 
ter. I felt that this was the self I was supposed to be, the self I could 
talk about to other consultants after the session. I couldn't talk about 
the impulses of my curious self, for every culture I've been a part of 
has emphasized the need for privacy, the impoliteness of prying. My 
concerned self was also on the outs; after all, this was a person of more 
status and power than I. Wouldn't it be improper to suggest that she 
needed me to take care of her? My reflective self usually got stuffed 
until I was alone again. 

But, somehow, she made me call on all of these selves, all of these 
voices. She forced me to use parts of myself that didn't normally 
interact. 

But I mostly talked from my safer consultant self. I also continued 
to tape. Around this time my adviser exclaimed "This (a study of the 
consulting talk) is your dissertation!" I plunged into the relationship 
with a new investment. This wasn't just a nice woman with inter- 
esting stories anymore, this was my ticket to professional, economic, 
and social respect. I could finish my degree and have a baby — I could 
collect my data now and write between feedings and changes. Life 
made sense. 

Yes, I was mercenary. I had a new commitment to the consulting rela- 
tionship because it could get me what I wanted. It also seemed sensi- 
ble to study this relationship. Already I was experiencing the tension 
that indicated that I didn't quite or always understand what was going 
on. It made sense in my well-conditioned academic schema to study 
something that didn't fit in with my conceptual framework, to use 
information to get control of it, to examine and analyze was a way to 
put my demons to rest. I later wondered: is careful study, research, com- 
ing up with a "better" understanding of phenomena how academics 
(and by cumulative association, the academy) get power? 

I told Mary Ann that she was my dissertation. She seemed as 
delighted as I was. I handed the transcripts and preliminary analysis 
to the professor teaching my research class. He asked me to stay after 
class the day he handed them back. He said I couldn't do a study in 
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which I was a part. I started to cry. Really hard. He said that it was too 
difficult for a first study. I cried harder and told him I was pregnant — 
by way of apology. He acquiesced to some degree and said that I could 
finish this project for the course, but that I would see that it was too 
hard to do for a dissertation. 

I told Mary Ann. She disagreed. She really thought that it was fine 
to do a study in which I was part — she thought ''objectivity" was a 
myth and a stupid thing to grasp at, anyway. I agreed. I felt sup- 
ported. After all. Many Ann was a researcher, a former professor, a 
graduate of a really good school. And, I found out shortly thereafter, 
she was a friend of my dean. I learned that after I went to his funeral. 
He had the same kind of cancer her husband had. I swallowed hard 
when I heard that. 

It was funny, my willingness to follow the rules of research that she 
laid down instead of those asserted by my professor. It was funny not 
only because I had transferred the authority over my dissertation to the 
subject of my dissertation, but also because in my rigid little writing 
consultant role I was buying into the same academic values espoused 
by my professor. I accepted them as consultant, rejected them as stu- 
dent. I was challenging the academic establishment, kind of like Mary 
Ann was challenging the academic establishment — except when it came 
to the establishment I called home. I still followed or at least anguished 
over consulting rules. 

She kept coming, I kept taping, but I also continued transcribing. 
Often when she would come I would begin the session by telling her 
something I had noticed in her text after I heard it on the tape. I would 
sometimes bring notes on insights I had had between our meetings. 
Sometimes I talked as much as she did. I violated several center rules: 
I set the agenda and did more talking, I stayed more than an hour, I 
failed to complete all the paperwork. I had made those rules in my 
administrative capacity. I felt guilty and justified at the same time. I was 
not doing what was supposed to be right, but I was doing the right 
thing. It seemed to be a more real relationship than the writing center 
rules had bargained for. But I needed her to keep coming back — she 
was my dissertation. She was also becoming a friend of sorts — sort of 
a big-sister friend, a mentor. In each session she would ask me about 
the progress of the project, offer insights, tell stories about the writing 
of her own dissertation, and spur me on. 



Time for Evolution 

Sometime into the second semester of our relationship I noticed that I 
made sure that I scheduled someone to come in right after her so that 
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I couldn't stay for more than an hour. Once she cancelled, and I felt 
relieved. I felt pressured when she was on her way in, and I worried 
that I wouldn't have anything smart enough to say. I was starting to 
weary of seeing the same sections over and over again, of debating the 
nuances of another revision. After five months of work I was impatient 
to get through the whole text and to get the damn thing out to pub- 
lishers. I wanted to see that I had made a tangible difference in her writ- 
ing process. After all, she hadn't shipped it off without me. I was 
thrilled when we got to the back of the folder, then disappointed when 
she had written more and revised again for the next session. 

About this time she brought in her quilts. Big quilts. She had wanted 
to bring them in sooner but they had been displayed at the local 
museum. There were bags and sticks and liners — this was complicated, 
these things were works of art. She told me about the tradition each 
quilt had come out of, which letters she had been writing when she 
made which quilt, and what had inspired her decisions in the quilts. I 
was nervous when she brought them in, nervous in the same way I was 
when I was asked to talk about someone's poem or painting. As she 
unwrapped them I was scared that all I would see would be bed- 
spreads. But I didn't. I was impressed and moved that she brought them 
in. We didn't talk about writing much that day, and we didn't tape. And 
I didn't secretly hope that she would cancel anymore. 

Wall-to-wall quilts, bright and primal. I felt like I saw the color in 
them that I missed in Mary Ann the first day we met. I got a new sense 
of her vibrance that day. I valued vibrance, and, seeing that we shared 
that value made her seem less alien to me. 

By sharing her quilts she had calmed me. Perhaps it was that I saw 
that she had another creative outlet, another area of tangible compe- 
tence, and so could withstand a little negative reaction from me. I also 
stopped fearing that I wouldn't have anything to say, for I foimd it easy 
to talk about and interpret the quilts. These were colorful, abstract, geo- 
metric things, some of them Escher-like in their layers of complexity. I 
liked that we could turn them around and get different things out of 
them, that although she did have an idea of how she wanted them to 
be himg, she wasn't opposed to me viewing them upside down, or turn- 
ing them over and looking at how the stitching made patterns on the 
back, too. The quilts — the "comforters" — eased my fear. 

By bringing in her quilts, Mary Ann provided me with a metaphor 
to break me out of my linear model, values, and expectations of writ- 
ers, writing, and consulting. These webs of fabric had multiple points 
of connection within them: I could turn them aroimd (even over) and 
upside down and see different things. The quilts were nonlinear, yet 
connected. They relaxed me into an imderstanding of discourse that 
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didn't depend on linearity for sense . . . that valued connection instead 
of simply coherence. This metaphor prepared me for another that arose 
when I stepped back from our relationship — the metaphor of a web. 
Mary Ann's quilts were like a tactile representation of the web of read- 
ers that would appear after we stopped consulting and I started ana- 
lyzing our talk. 

After Mary Ann brought in the quilts, I foimd my due date fast 
approaching. She started making two appointments per week. I appre- 
ciated this, for I felt like I needed the data (even though I already had 
himdreds of pages) and she seemed to feel like she needed to finish, 
too. Our consulting relationship ended abruptly when I delivered. I had 
hoped to continue it on a limited basis, but I had a noisy son who saw 
two hours as the limit for continuous sleep. I was sleep deprived, and 
walked past my data watching it gather dust. 

Eventually I caught enough shut-eye to try to round out my disser- 
tation committee and write a proposal. I had two committee members 
on board and enthusiastic. I approached a faculty member with whom 
I had been developing a relationship. I asked him if he would read my 
proposal and consider being on the committee. He said he would be 
glad to. When he read it, however, he was outraged. He told me that I 
couldn't do a dissertation in which I was featured, and that I'd need to 
scrap this whole idea and start over. He even went to my department 
chair and asked if he knew what I was doing. My chair replied that he 
knew, and thought it was a fine and important idea. I then recognized 
that I'd written some fighting words. 

My son grew large enough to sit on my lap as I wrote and revised. 
One night while we were engaged in the battle over which one of us 
would get to hit the keys, the phone rang. It was Mary Ann. She wanted 
to know how my pregnancy had ended (nearly a year before) and to 
tell me that her husband had died. We talked for about an hour. It was 
odd talking to someone whom I had thought so deeply about nearly 
every day. Besides the fact that her voice sounded different on the phone 
and I couldn't make eye contact, I found that the Mary Ann I was con- 
structing for my study — in effect my fantasy Mary Ann — didn't exactly 
match the person on the phone. She said some things I didn't expect. I 
guess I thought that after all that transcribing and categorizing I would 
be able to anticipate her words, actions, reactions. It seemed strange that 
she could surprise me. 

I thought about her in a variety of ways. I thought about her text, as 
I encountered pieces of it in my analysis of our talk. I thought about 
her life and her loss. I thought that maybe she would come back to the 
center now that I was working again. I thought about her as the writer 
I was constructing in my study. 
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About another year later I called her. I said that I was going to pre- 
sent on our research relationship at a conference, talking about the 
considerations, complications, and consequences of practitioner 
research. I wanted her input on my talk. I went to her house to present 
it to her. All I wanted her to say was "Good. That is how I remembered 
it also." She didn't, of course. I realized I had trained her to be a good 
consultant. She retold me what I had said, she asked questions, she gave 
her reactions and traced them to the text. I had to revise, I knew. I 
wasn't very happy. 

A year after that she called me. This time, I had just suffered a loss. 
My father had just died. I invited her to lunch. We made small talk and 
didn't discuss anything of substance, although there had been such sub- 
stantial changes in our lives. Our children, whom we brought together 
for the first time, seemed to annoy each other. We were trapped inside 
by a torrential downpour which set the scene. Perhaps we were dis- 
appointed that being together couldn't magically evoke the ethos of the 
previous time, before the disruptive deaths. 

I had anticipated more consonance than dissonance in our luncheon 
meeting, but it was just the opposite. I thought that after all the study 
I would really have a handle on our relationship. 

Relationship as Document 

Shortly after graduation I was hired as an assistant professor in my 
graduating department, charged with directing the center. My office 
was a converted session room — the bigger of the two that Mary Ann 
and I had occupied — the one she had laid out the quilts in. Every time 
I unlocked that door I felt her behind me; in the beginning I would 
sometimes turn around to usher her in first. Although she wasn't really 
there, she really was. And my relationship with her showed me how 
many others were in that office, and were in that room every time we 
consulted. 

There are so many things I learned with Mary Ann, about consult- 
ing, about research, about being a woman at the academy. I can't spec- 
ulate on all of them, but I'd like to focus on a couple of lessons, a few 
connections, and a question or two that this whole episode left me with. 

The Web of Readers 

When Mary Ann and I would meet, one of the things we would talk 
about was how to get her book published. I often brought this around 
to the concrete things that I was familiar with, and the things that I 
could help her control. One of these things was audience. I asked often 
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whom she wanted to read her book. This question led to lots of differ- 
ent answers, from ''women," to "people who want to get better," to 
those who would be shopping in a religious bookstore, looking next to 
Leo Buscaglia. We both constructed this audience, with me asking "how 
about" questions, and her filling in details. Although the details some- 
times changed from week to week, one thing that didn't change was 
that when we talked about the people who would read her book, we 
always talked about them in general, demographic terms. 

Though this audience was amorphous, it had an impact on the text 
and on my reading of it. As we would construct, deconstruct, and 
reconstruct the target audience, I would change my slant on the text. 
When we had constructed the audience as people with religious inter- 
ests, I would not speak up if I felt like the text was too heavily or con- 
fusingly spiritual. When the focus was on women I would feel free to 
say what I thought. As the readers who were constructed moved closer 
to me and farther away, my approach and focus shifted. That "general 
audience" for the book, those people to whom we had never put faces, 
affected how I was able to read, what feedback I provided, and there- 
fore the information that Mary Ann had when she revised. 

But the general audience wasn't the only group to crowd into the 
consulting room. Mary Ann was a great reader, and she would often 
compare her work to that of other authors. She talked about being 
repulsed by a Judi Chicago piece, about being envious of Ann Mor- 
row Lindbergh's style, about having a goal similar to Carol Gilligan. 
As a result of her descriptions of these authors (and the fact that they 
weren't familiar to me) I started to read around. I borrowed the Lind- 
bergh book from my mother-in-law. I asked about Judi Chicago. I had 
lunch with a friend who was using Gilligan 's book in her class. I found 
out about authors she mentioned, and I brought my knowledge to the 
sessions. Sometimes I was so proud that I had done my homework that 
I would begin the session with a description of what I had found out. 

My knowledge of these other authors influenced my consulting too. 
I initially felt ignorant, like a student, like I was shirking my "consul- 
tantly" responsibility by not knowing them. Then when I did some 
investigation I saw Mary Ann's text differently — ^no longer did I see it 
as this idiosyncratic piece, I could now trace it to a tradition. I could 
put her text in perspective, I could see it, and respond to it, in a new 
light. I didn't feel like I was captive of her words anymore — I had new 
knowledge of some rhetorical traditions to lean on. I could hear echoes 
of Lindbergh's reflective style, of Gilligan's themes. Mary Ann's work 
didn't seem so isolated and new to me after I had sampled the work 
of those other authors. 




26 



A Story from the Center about Inter textuality and Incoherence 



11 



By learning about and from the other authors Mary Ann drew from 
I became acquainted with her intertext (Porter 1986), the traditions and 
sources Mary Ann was immersed in and familiar with. I saw that it was 
these echoes and traces of other authors' work that made it possible for 
Mary Ann to creatively borrow her way to an "original" text. 

It was with regard to other authors that Mary Ann turned the con- 
sulting tables most sharply. We had been chatting regularly, about my 
dissertation progress, but that wasn't the focus of the session, until 
one day when she brought me a book to read. It was called something 
like Reflections of a Woman Anthropologist, and it dealt with ethical 
issues — such as distance to subjects — and research paradigms. We 
talked that day about her renunciation of her membership in APA. She 
had decided that the APA paradigm — with what then were heavy 
quantitative pressures — conflicted with her values. That was an eye- 
opener for me, the notion that research approaches weren't neutral, 
and that by virtue of the way I chose to pursue our research rela- 
tionship I was defining and declaring my values. It seemed that I 
needed to step back and consider what my values were, and what I 
wanted out of my study. 

When I returned to consultation after that session I wasn't the sort 
of naive practitioner-researcher of the previous weeks. I had thought 
some about what I wanted, what mattered. I started being a little 
more reflective and critical of my methods and. behaviors. I stopped 
telling writers that what was important was what they wanted to 
say — as if they were writing in isolation. I wanted to know what the 
discourse communities, those others in their intertext, wanted, 
expected, and contributed. Those other authors in our relationship 
brought me to that. 

But she didn't just bring other authors into the sessions with her, she 
brought her friends, her relatives, her husband. No, not literally, but 
she brought their readings, their reactions. I reacted to those reactions. 
I argued with Wendy's approach (it was very different from mine), I 
agreed with Becky's, I dismissed Roger's. We spent lots of time weigh- 
ing and processing what they had said. It was one of these real read- 
ers who was responsible for her bringing in the quilts — P. J. had told 
her that her writing was like quilting. I inquired about that comment — 
P J. said that Mary Ann used the same process when quilting — 
drafting, literally stepping back, and then revising — as she did when 
writing. After I asked, in came the quilts. The quilt session was an 
important one for me in understanding my role as consultant. 

After Mary Ann shared her other real readers' reactions with me, I 
was aware that I was reading her text in a public forum. Although we 
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hadn't much discussed her other real readers' reactions to my reactions, 
it was clear that she had shared them on occasion. The door to the con- 
sulting room seemed so open, allowing people to pass in and out. That 
door became the door to my office. 

It was not only when I opened the door to my office that the echoes 
of my relationship with Mary Ann haunted and inspired me. I think 
about her and what I learned from the relationship frequently. One of 
the gifts that the relationship gave me was insight into theory, and a 
way out of my romantic vision of writing/reading/consulting. My 
relationship with Mary Ann allowed me to touch the heretofore theo- 
retical intertext, and forced me to abandon any vision of the writer as 
an individual creating in isolation. 

A while later, as I was preparing to analyze the transcripts of our 
sessions for my dissertation, I read Marilyn Cooper's "The Ecology of 
Writing" (1986). Cooper describes how interconnected readers and writ- 
ers are, and how the production of a text sends cascades of reaction 
through a discourse community. She presents an illustration of how a 
friendly holiday memo from a boss reverberates through the web of 
employees and affects other texts which follow it. Cooper's metaphor 
of the web of readers hit me. That was what we were constructing in 
our sessions. The folks we brought to life — the general audience, the 
other authors, the real readers — they were the web that Cooper 
describes, and they had a profound impact on both of us and on the 
text. I wanted to jump up and down. I had never "seen" theory like 
that before. The references to these people were in the transcripts — 
black and white, names and characteristics. They were there, and I 
could trace the way that they mattered. 

It was a kind of creepy realization — we were not alone in that room. 
Like Mary Ann's mother, who haunted her to the point of composition, 
the others in our web of readers himg over us. It was, in fact, very 
crowded with people we could not and did not abandon. The impact 
of the others in the web of readers that we spun was real, tangible, tex- 
tual. It was not an ephemeral notion that our texts, our reading, our writ- 
ing, were shaped by the others to whose language we were connected. 

I realized that although my relationship with Mary Ann was 
unusual, it probably wasn't unique in this respect. Probably every ses- 
sion I had had or could ever have was tainted by the echoes of others. 
Some echoes were from recent exchanges — the students who came in 
to redraft after bloody feedback from their instructors — and some 
echoes were from the past — my recollections of how respondents had 
helped (or not) my writing. I understood that I was never alone with 
the writer in those sessions, that the writing center could never be a 
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garret (Lunsford 1991), for there were no individual geniuses coming 
in, only writers with a whole lot of connections in their webs. 

Porter's text further helped me eliminate any fantasy that I had 
about nurturing the individual writers and teasing out creative 
geniuses. It wasn't my role or my hope any longer to try to get the writ- 
ers to dig deep into their souls. Instead I wanted the writers to look 
around at their intertext. I wanted to engage writers in discussions 
about how they came to where they were, what they valued, and where 
they believed they could go. I wanted them to identify, acknowledge, 
and listen to their web of readers ... to be comforted and inspired the 
way that the quilts had inspired me. 



Together in Coherence 
Except. 

Except listening and acknowledging and responding to such a rau- 
cous and diverse crowd would be confusing. If writers listened to all 
those voices and wrote for them, texts wouldn't be coherent. They'd be 
messy, divergent, multivocal in response. 

I myself heard but did not listen equally to all the voices ventrilo- 
quated in the room. I chose to attend to and align with those voices that 
were consonant with my values. And my values, at that time, were 
largely mainstream academic values. And academics, I believed then 
and believe now, value coherence — to the point that I would call acad- 
eme the "culture of coherence," where coherence is expected from aca- 
demic, and especially student, texts. 

But if I listened to all the voices I heard and wrote for them all, and 
encouraged other writers to listen and write, it would be wrong, 
wouldn't it? It would go against my mission of helping writers to 
write "better." Perhaps it wouldn't be wrong, but it would be anti- 
academic. I would go against all I had been socialized to be as a 
writer, consultant, writing teacher. Coherence was king where I came 
from. And like a king — male, powerful — it meted out material 
rewards and punishments. 

So, I wondered, what was the right thing to do? To encourage writ- 
ers to streamline, to unify, to jettison divergent ideas in order to meet 
the expectations of those who insist on coherence? Or should I support 
exploration, multivocality, messiness, chaos, learning — all that stuff 
that gets texts labelled "incoherent?" 

The culture of coherence began to scare me when I noticed how 
insidious it was. In my work with faculty and writers across the cur- 
riculum I often heard yearnings for coherence, condemnation of things 
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that were not coherent, without a hint of interest in why they were not, 
what it might mean that they were not, and what could be gained if 
they were not. 

It dawned on me that in academe "coherence" wasn't seen as a con- 
struct, as an option, it was seen as the way, the truth, and the light. It 
was parallel to the stance I perceive in those enmeshed in the current 
traditional paradigm. I would argue that one of the characteristics of 
that paradigm is that participants don't recognize it as a paradigm. It 
was the same with coherence. Who would question it? 

Perhaps the only folks who could be incoherent and respected as 
writers were the poets. As my chagrin when I constructed Mary Arm 
as a housewife-poet attests, I had been conditioned to see this kind of 
writing as less serious, less important, less interesting, less manageable. 
The incoherence of poetry and the idea of working with a poet made 
me uncomfortable. I was indoctrinated into the culture of coherence. I 
was an agent. A secret agent, maybe, and the secret was kept from me, 
because at that point I didn't see it as a construct either. 

But is it a secret whose voices get listened to? In the journals, the 
textbooks, the manuals for writers, coherence is exalted. Try submitting 
a multivocal text for publication to a research journal. When I did, the 
responses were not pretty. Try advocating chaos and discovery for stu- 
dent writers. The other faculty members at the meeting will not be 
pleased. The need for texts to be coherent means certain dangerous 
things probably can't get said. They won't be published. They don't fit 
into the expectations of the discourse community. 

I want to question the culture of coherence, and to suggest that its 
days may be numbered. I hope that the reified, deified construct of 
coherence becomes an option and not a requirement, so that ideas that 
are too broad, too divergent, too "both /and" to fit into coherent texts 
see the publicity of print. Let academic prose come closer to poetry — 
the poetry I feared as a consultant. 

I know that I have looked upon coherence as a sign of mastery — a 
sign that my student has been indoctrinated, also. It is also a shortcut 
for me. If a writer produces a coherent text, I don't have to work as hard 
to create sense. That is expeditious when there are a few dozen papers 
in the stack. I have judged coherent writers as having control over the 
material as well as the discourse. And I have rewarded control — ^when 
I have been in control of the situation enough to do so. 

But the model of consulting I started with — the rather romantic 
model — urged me to give away my control, to let the writer be in con- 
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trol. As Alice Gillam (1991) points out, though, having one person or 
the other in control of the session, assuming that one voice must dom- 
inate, is univocal. However, after the quilts, when I started to hear the 
other voices (albeit selectively) the sessions became more multivocal. 
As our relationship became real, control was less of an issue for me. I 
stopped consciously acquiescing to Mary Ann's agenda. I stopped stop- 
ping my negative response. I stopped pushing toward publishable 
coherence. 

I have since come to the conclusion that the breaks with my indoc- 
trination that my relationship with Mary Ann allowed came in part 
from her status as a postsocialized writer and academic. Mary Ann 
came to the center with real world power, and comfortable and confi- 
dent in that power, she could break the rules without fear. And I, tom 
between two powerful sources, two sources of power, Mary Ann and 
the institution, largely strode the middle road. But the door had been 
unbolted by my relationship with Mary Ann, and I was beginning to 
see what was inside. I saw constructs and values, paradigms and 
choices, not truths, commandments, or laws. 

The Future in Coherence 

I have been heartened recently as I have looked at metaphors provided 
by technology. Two software pieces, HyperText and PacerForum, stand 
out for me as media that embrace incoherence, and perhaps provide 
not only a metaphor but a means for the crumbling of the culture of 
coherence. 

HyperText allows nonlinear insertions into linear text — insertions 
which are signaled onscreen with a cursor and can be taken up or 
ignored by a reader. PacerForum allows online conversations between 
multiple users, with many users responding to a prompt at the same 
moment, and thus, because of the real-time lag between the writing and 
reading all the users are doing, creates a text with thematic relation- 
ships, but not linear ones. Maybe as technologies and attitudes evolve, 
composition students will be encouraged to create texts that are like 
humus — rich, messy, synthetic, and fertile. 

If these increasingly popular and accessible technologies support and 
celebrate incoherence, perhaps the unquestioned reign of coherence 
will end. Perhaps, as academics begin to recognize the inconsistencies 
between these technologies and the status quo, coherence will no longer 
be recognized as the truth, but only as a rhetorical option. 
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"Don't Be So Sure" 

My relationship with Mary Ann shook up many of my assumptions — 
assumptions about writing, pedagogy the academy and discourse. 
Perhaps the most significant thing shaken was my understanding of the 
nature of knowledge. My consulting relationship with Mary Ann shook 
the foundations of what I thought I was expert at. This relationship sug- 
gested the value and necessity of questioning my assumptions. I fully 
expect my assumptions to be challenged again. I think that my work 
with Mary Ann has enabled me to better recognize such a challenge 
when it comes along. Whether she actually said it, or whether I put 
these words in her mouth to sum up our relationship, I can hear Mary 
Ann's voice saying "don't be so sure." I think that those are apt words 
for me to live by in my academic life. 



Works Cited 



Cooper, Marilyn. 1986. "The Ecology of Writing." College English 48 (April): 
364-75. 

Gillam, Alice M. 1991. "Writing Center Ecology: A Bakhtinian Perspective." 

Writing Center Journal 12 (Spring): 3-11. 

Lunsford, Andrea. 1991. "Collaboration, Control, and the Idea of a Writing Cen- 
ter." Writing Center Journal 12: 1 (Fall): 3-10. 

Porter, James E. 1986. "Intertextuality and the Discourse Community." Rhetoric 
Review 5.1: 34-47. 




32 



2 Intellectual Tug-of-War: 
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Just as I sat down to write this paper, a student came up to me for help. 
She was exasperated, as novice computer workers and uncertain writ- 
ers often are in the writing center: ''My paper won't print out and I need 
to leave now" 

I hurried over to the printer and checked to make sure it was online. 
Everything seemed to be in order, but still her paper wouldn't print out. 
Rather than have her wait while I looked into the problem further, I 
suggested to her that she move to a computer that printed at another 
station. She replied, "I don't care what you do." 

When I asked her what she wanted to call the file so that we could 
save it, she said, "I don't care what you call it." So I saved it and moved 
to another computer, yet when I went to call up the file I discovered a 
maze of subdirectories with no trace of the file that I had just saved. 
When I asked her if she had been working in a subdirectory, she almost 
blew up: "Just give me the disk. Just give it back to me. I don't have 
time to mess with this. I'm just not going to do it." 

She grabbed the disk from me, tore through the writing center and 
slammed into an international student who was waiting to be tutored. 
Since all the other tutors were busy, I sat down with the ESL student 
and asked him how I could help him. "Could you check my grammar?" 

"Sure," I wanted to reply in my most cynical voice, "Why not." 
Instead, I mustered up all the charm I had left at 8:30 on a Monday night 
and sat down to work with what I hoped would be the last of a seem- 
ingly endless stream of students that evening. I was tired. I was cranky. 
I had other work to do. But all those things were not this student's fault. 
Above all, I had to remember that. 

These are scary things to admit. Will my readers think that I'm a 
\bad tutor? Or worse, a horrible person? Should I instead talk about 
the things I've done right in the center, about the tasks I know I can 
perform well? That temptation is great, but it is not, for me at least, as 
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necessary as analyzing the moments when tutors do things "wrong," 
either intentionally or unintentionally. Nor is it as worthwhile as exam- 
ining moments when tutors are simply at a loss, as I was when the 
student mentioned earlier stormed away, leaving me standing there in 
a cloud of dust. So this paper will be about those moments when 
tutors feel that their own progress toward becoming the "ideal" writ- 
ing center tutor is jeopardized. 



The World as a Stage 

For many tutors (including myself), working in a writing center is their 
first "real" job. In his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), 
Erving Goffmann supplies us with a reading of the world as a stage 
that might help us to envision life in the center. As tutors, our per- 
formers are stepping into a role for which an ideal already exists. As 
represented in the literature on writing centers, tutors are supportive; 
they are peers; they affirm; they question. These are formidable expec- 
tations for beginning (or for any) tutors to fulfill. Part of the problem 
seems to be that, with few notable exceptions (The Writing Lab Newslet- 
ter and the National Conference on Peer Tutoring and Writing being 
the most obvious), conclusions are drawn about peer tutors, informa- 
tion is produced for peer tutors, but rarely are these things created by 
peer tutors. Tutors are often objectified and essentialized in the litera- 
ture devoted to them. In this way, tutors are disallowed a voice in the 
literature that pertains most directly to them. Even though many tutors 
have several semesters of training in composition theory and several 
years of experience tutoring, they cannot, almost by definition, be con- 
sidered professionals. A peer is not a professional; a tutor is not a teacher. 
This is the pro and the con of the job. John Trimbur writes, "[N]ew 
tutors are already implicated in a system that makes the words "peer" 
and "tutor" appear to be a contradiction in terms. . . . [T]o be selected 
as a peer tutor in the first place seems only to confirm the contradic- 
tion in terms by acknowledging differences between the tutors and their 
tutees. . . . Appointment to tutor, after all, invests a certain institutional 
authority in the tutors that their tutees have not earned" (1987, 23). How 
far such authority extends, however, is not always clear, thereby caus- 
ing the tutor to sometimes feel tom or confused about her role in the 
writing center. 

In fact, tutors' authority even within the tutoring sessions they con- 
duct has been suspect, as evidenced by the fact that, until recently, 
tutors have been disallowed a voice in the tutoring sessions they 
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conduct. Much of the standard advice about tutoring, with its gene- 
sis in Vygotsky's zone of proximal development and psycholinguis- 
tic theories of bootstrapping, emphasizes the need for tutors to 
"mirror" students' questions back to them so the students can engage 
in self-discovery. Some practitioners, like Brooks in his 1991 article 
"Minimalist Tutoring: Making the Student Do All the Work," appear 
downright militant in their insistence that tutors refrain from engag- 
ing in meaningful dialogue about a student's text. Interesting that a 
discipline emphasizing the social nature of knowledge-creation 
brings us right back to the individual. 

Although I certainly wouldn't wrestle authority away from the writ- 
ers themselves, I also know that simply reflecting student concerns back 
to the student does not always foster the most productive tutorial envi- 
ronment. I don't want students to perceive me as having all the answers, 
yet very often I do have the answers they are looking for, and the stu- 
dents themselves know it. While I know that, in the ideal tutoring 
situation, I (as tutor) would facilitate a student's self-discovery, I also 
know that real tutorial cases are not always as simple as that. ESL stu- 
dents usually come in looking for help with their grammar, sentence 
structure, and punctuation. This is often not knowledge that I can help 
them access, because it is probably not knowledge that they have. By 
attempting to have them figure it out for themselves, I end up feeling 
as though I've perpetuated the very notion that I am attempting to dis- 
pel — that there is a body of knowledge "out there" that some people 
(like me) have access to and other people (like them) do not. 

In an unpublished essay entitled "Pedagogy of the : 

Resisting Secrecy in College English Classrooms," John Tassoni states, 
"[A]s teachers we need to avoid moments ... in which information 
and opinions are withheld in ways that jeopardize creativity and 
undermine democratic relations in the classroom" (1). He argues that 
such secrecy merely serves to "hypostatize knowledge and reinforce 
unfair power relations between teachers and students" (1). I would 
argue that such secrecy, particularly as advocated in writing centers, 
can also be a self-preservation device. It is yet another way of justify- 
ing our existence to the faculty and administration, of assuring the 
powers-that-be (whoever they may be) that we don't "give away any 
answers." And by engaging in such a practice, we fail to educate our 
students, our tutors, our colleagues, ourselves. What is the justifica- 
tion for ostensibly creating spaces in which dialogue can occur only 
to encourage our tutors to be anti-dialogic? What sort of message are 
we sending to the students we tutor if they perceive us as withhold- 
ing information vital to their academic success? And to the tutors 
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trained in the writing center, most of whom will take their places (and 
their philosophies on teaching) into classrooms of their own? 

Until now, most of the talk on tutor-training has focused on the 
overt curriculum — the articles tutors are given to read, the sessions facil- 
itated by directors, the courses designed for tutor development. Much 
of the training taking place in the writing center, however, falls more 
in line with Giroux's notion of the hidden curriculum. Tutors are gen- 
erally intelligent people who quickly learn that the reality of life in the 
center is much different from that most often depicted in journals. They 
see that even experienced tutors fade into the woodwork of the writ- 
ing center (or, as was the case in one writing center, sneak off to the 
bathroom) when they simply can't face one more student, leaving other 
tutors to pick up the slack. Through these observations, tutors learn 
that, when they applied for a job at the writing center, they agreed to 
join a team whose members are concerned with what Goffmann calls 
"impression management": "Within the walls of a social establishment 
we find a team of performers who cooperate to present to an audience 
a given definition of the situation. . . . Among members of the team we 
find that familiarity prevails, solidarity is likely to develop, and that 
secrets that could give the show away are shared and kept" (239). 

Breeding a sense of solidarity is crucial to the success of any writ- 
ing center team, yet, particularly in the writing center, the division 
between performer and audience is not always clear. Living in our 
postmodern era of splintered subjectivities, we know that it is not as 
simple as saying that tutors are performing for an audience of students. 
Subject and object coexist in a relationship much more dynamic than 
their binary rhetorical opposition suggests. And tutors themselves are 
not blank slates. They must negotiate the role of tutor so that it squares 
with the other roles they play in our society, roles marked perhaps by 
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation, to name a few. At the same 
time tutors feel an obligation to back each other up, to make the per- 
formance succeed. Tutors defend each other to students, directors 
defend tutors to professors, and tutors defend professors to students. 
These are precarious positions, since no one is ever fully a member of 
any one group. As Goffmann writes, "[W]e must be prepared to see 
that the impression of reality fostered by a performance is a delicate, 
fragile thing" (56). The director, for example, is a member of the writ- 
ing center team, but is also an arm of the administration. The tutors 
are peer tutors, at once in solidarity with the students and spokes- 
people for academia. According to contemporary ethnographers, no 
longer is it fashionable, or useful, to view workers as static, as worked 
on by their environments. Instead, we need to view workers as 
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dynamic forces within their workplaces, as actively shaping as well as 
being shaped by their surroundings (Hodson 1991). This tug-of-war 
can prove to be an enabling force, a means of asserting a self, espe- 
cially in the writing center. 

On Stage with Michael 

Learning how and when to assert that self is tricky business. As a grad- 
uate student in a rhetoric and linguistics program, I tutored students 
whose professors frequently had less training in (and less interest in) 
teaching composition than I did. One of my students, Michael, came in 
during the first week of classes with a packet of worksheets that his 
professor put together. It consisted of symbols that stood for proposi- 
tions, assertions, contradictions, etc. He showed it to me and asked me 
to help him decipher it. I couldn't. He seemed dismayed. He explained 
to me that he was to write two sentences per night, following the for- 
mat described by these symbols, and by the end of the semester he 
would have a paper. 

I was astounded, speechless. There I was, at a university with one 
of the oldest Ph.D. programs in composition in the country, and that 
legacy meant very little in terms of pedagogical methods even within 
our own department. 

Michael wondered aloud if all English classes were like that. I smiled 
weakly and raised my eyebrows. He said, 'T have friends who are tak- 
ing English classes, and they're not having nearly as much trouble as 
I am." I didn't know what to say. I was caught between my knowledge 
as a professional, my responsibility to students, and my precarious 
position as a graduate assistant in an ancillary university service. What 
would have constituted stepping out of bounds? This student has the 
right to know that he is not getting his money's worth (literally). I have 
an obligation as a member of this profession to attempt to effect change 
within it, yet I feel powerless. And I wonder when I will ever feel 
power-full. When I have a "real" job? When I have tenure? When I'm 
a full professor? And I have to ask, along with Carroll, Carse, and 
Trefzer, "How can we hope to participate in the transformation of the 
profession . . . when we are ourselves in the process of transformation, 
struggling to create professional selves in an institution that marginal- 
izes us while dictating the shape of those future selves?" (1993, 64). In 
this way, perhaps, the profession ensures, by means of subtle (and not- 
so-subtle) coercion, that its members fall short of the ideal. 

In the incident with Michael, I decided to comply with the expectations 
set out by our writing center directors concerning faculty-tutor-student 
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protocol. In other words, I kept quiet and helped the student as best I 
could to perform the tasks required of him within the confines of the class. 
At the time, I justified my actions by reminding myself that the "ideal" 
tutor is to be neither a student-advocate nor a teacher-advocate. Rather, 
my job as a tutor was to help Michael learn to operate within the con- 
straints of his rhetorical context. And the instructor, obviously, was a large 
part of that context. 

After a bit of soul-searching, I realized that I hadn't been completely 
honest, either with Michael or with myself. As a tutor, I was not perched 
on the fence of neutrality. By failing to speak to this situation in any 
meaningful way, I was, in fact, aligning myself with the faculty. Polit- 
ically, I couldn't afford to make an enemy of a faculty member, and I 
didn't want to put the writing center director in the position of having 
to defend me (and by default, to defend the writing center) to this fac- 
ulty member, to the department head, and possibly even to the dean. 
By comparison, failing to empower a student seemed like a small price 
to pay. Nevertheless, I don't know how I would have done it differ- 
ently. I only know that I never felt more acutely that I had fallen short 
of my own "ideal." 

Tutoring as Work 

In my interaction with Michael, I acted out the script as it was written 
for me by the institution — ^no improvisation allowed. Other tutors with 
whom I've worked have become quite skilled at quiet subversion. The 
narrative that I would like to retell involves one tutor who used the very 
documents intended to record writing center activity to control the 
ways in which she was written into the center's history. 

Tutors, like all workers, strive for situations in which they are able 
to exert some measure of control, of dominance, over the systems at 
work on them. Attempting to explore this issue, Randy Hodson con- 
ducted an ethnography, the results of which are published in his arti- 
cle, "The Active Worker: Compliance and Autonomy at the Workplace" 
(1991). Hodson concludes that "workers are active on their own terms 
and as motivated by their own agendas. These agendas are much more 
diverse than those theoretically allowed them by management theory 
or radical social science theory and include both compliance and resis- 
tance as well as autonomous creative effort to structure their own 
work" (47). One of our tutors, whom I'll call Shelly, embodied this 
compliance and resistance whenever she was faced with recording her 
tutoring sessions. 

Shelly was wonderful with students. Her quiet, calm demeanor drew 
students naturally to her, and she was quick to tutor any student who 
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needed help. Sometimes in the course of one afternoon she would work 
with six or seven students. So I found it quite odd that, as I was going 
through our files, her name rarely showed up as having tutored any of 
the students that we had on record. When I asked her about this, she 
replied, "I never fill those sheets out. They take too much time. If the 
student wants a note sent to her professor. Til send that, but other than 
that, I just don't worry about it." 

Our writing center is fairly high-tech, with over thirty IBM- 
compatible computers, but there is one thing that, despite all our 
technology, we cannot avoid: paperwork. We fill out forms (or we're 
supposed to) on every student we tutor. At the first staff meeting, we 
are told that these forms are extremely important to the success of 
the writing center. They prove our usefulness institutionally. They 
compose us. The more students we service, the more satisfied cus- 
tomers we produce, the more funding we receive. As is often the case, 
economics becomes the bottom line, and writing center administra- 
tors, like the tutors to whom they serve as mentors, are forced to 
make decisions and compromises, some of which they are happy 
with, some of which they merely tolerate. 

This emphasis on documentation proves problematic on many lev- 
els. As Hurlbert and Blitz write, "[Djocuments and the literacy demands 
they contain teach us our place(s) within the institution, institutionalize 
us, (con)figure us into the autobiography of the institution, incorporate 
us, make us part of the institution's scene. They tell us what to do and 
where to do it as they describe, for us, what we are doing" (1993, 6). This 
focus on accountability leaves us subject to the judgments of adminis- 
trators who may understand little about the idea of a writing center (as 
North sets it out in his 1984 essay "The Idea of a Writing Center"). More- 
over, it places us squarely in the middle of a quantitative tradition of 
justification that few of us believe in. To perceive ourselves as being 
"allowed" to exist by some external force as long as we prove ourselves 
"worthy" is to live with the constant threat of extinction. 

To ward off extinction, we use these forms to represent our client 
base. They write the students that we tutor, reducing a dynamic inter- 
personal exchange to a mimeographed sheet full of circles and checks. 
Susan Miller's point about the grading system seems applicable here 
as well: "In the case of the student, grades and a record of them will 
be kept to identify and describe that student as an object of the 'grad- 
ing system'" (1991, 90). 

What remains unsaid, however, is that these forms are there for the 
tutors' protection as well. It is to their benefit to record a particularly 
difficult session, or one that they feel was significant in any way, in case 
they need to justify their actions to the student who receives a poor 
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grade, to the professor who feels a particular paper does not represent 
the caliber of the student's work, and on up the institutional ladder. In 
other words, they are to note sessions that are less than "ideal" or that 
stray from the norm in any way, for these are suspect. 



Tutoring without Offense 

Creating spaces for dialogue arguably does increase the chance for 
such "suspect" sessions to occur. In my own experience, those students 
with whom I have abandoned the traditional tutorial model in favor 
of a more genuine exchange of ideas have frequently been the ones who 
caused me to question my own value as a tutor. Radical educational 
and cultural theorists advise us to "teach the debate" (Graff) and to 
view our cultural spaces (whether in the classroom or the writing cen- 
ter) as contact zones, "social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other" (Pratt 1991, 34). Pratt reminds us that too often 
we teach with the goal of eliminating confusion, opposition, and dis- 
comfort when our goal should be to delve more deeply into these 
issues. This, of course, does not always make for pretty sessions — 
struggles rarely are. Certainly, this is a problematic position to advo- 
cate for writing center tutors, many of whom are gaining their initial 
teaching experience in the writing center. But it does seem to be the 
appropriate time to advocate that tutors interrogate their practices 
responsibly from the outset and to recognize "pedagogy as a form of 
cultural production rather than as the transmission of a particular skill, 
body of knowledge, or set of values" (Giroux 1992, 202). 

I learned this lesson the hard way with Tom, a nontraditional stu- 
dent who greeted me every Wednesday night at 6:00 p.m. sharp. Tom 
was just back from the Gulf War, anxious to pick up where he left off. 
In his research writing class students were allowed to choose a theme 
according to their interest and focus all their papers on this theme. Tom 
chose the death penalty. Tom is a Republican. I am not. We went round 
and round about his papers, but he kept coming back for more. One 
typical session began when he said, "This paper is entitled 'Should 
Juveniles Be Executed?"' 

I was offended already, but I suggested that he read the paper aloud 
to me. As he read, it became apparent that he was not examining 
whether or not juveniles should be executed. Instead, he was trying to 
decide whether or not they should be called juveniles. In his conclusion, 
he decided that we should not sentence juveniles to die. Rather, any 
juvenile who commits a crime severe enough to warrant the death 
penalty should be called an adult and then sentenced to die. I began the 
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session by trying to point out to him that the issue he was really debat- 
ing was a semantic one. After I stated my case, he tried to back off: 
"Look, it doesn't matter to me one way or the other. All I'm saying here 
is that we shouldn't kill a kid unless that kid does something so bad 
that an adult could be killed for it." 

I replied, "It's obvious you don't care about the issue, and if you don't 
care about what you're saying, why should your readers care? Your job 
as a writer is to make me care about what you're saying." At this, he 
became furious: "Why should I care? He (the professor) doesn't care. 
You're saying you don't care. Who does care? All I want to do is get out 
of this class, and no matter what I do it's not right. Just tell me what I 
need to do, and I'll do it." 

How tempting. And the more difficult a session is, the more I want 
to just tell the student how I would write the paper. Mark Hurlbert uses 
Althusser's work to 

[help] tutors become aware that their practices are textured by an 
institutionalized, educational ideology that sanctions certain dis- 
cursive forms while excluding others. This ideology can lead a 
tutor to appropriate a student's text, to make it look and sound like 
an institutionally sanctioned text. ... In this case the tutor is no 
longer offering options, he or she is, despite their best intentions, 
institutionalizing composing and is reproducing the conditions of 
production as they are set out by educational ideology. (1987, 6) 

Writing tutors, perhaps more than any other students in the uni- 
versity, are the students who have mastered the discourse and inter- 
nalized the ideology of the institution. To the students they work 
with, tutors embody the university's ideal. So it is only fitting that 
those same tutors, often unknowingly, serve as the instruments 
through which that discourse is enforced. When they are affectionately 
called the "the cream of the crop," these tutors usually take this appel- 
lation as the highest of all compliments, but they should also realize 
that this makes them among "the most indoctrinated part of the 
population . . . the ones most susceptible to propaganda." As mem- 
bers of the educated class, they are "'ideological managers,' complicit 
in 'controlling all the organized flow of information'" (Chomsky, in 
Olson and Faigley 1991, 19). 

The tutor, then, is an arm of the educational establishment, monitor- 
ing and regulating production. Tom, by indicating his reluctance to invest 
himself too heavily in his writing, was questioning the very foimdations 
upon which our discipline rests. Students do this frequently, complain- 
ing, "This is stupid. Why do I have to do this?" Yet tutors rarely feel com- 
pelled to answer. Is this because they can't? Is this because they want 
students to question, but only within acceptable limits? Many writing 
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center tutors want students to begin to look at how their subjectivity is 
constructed, but not too closely. Miller observes, "'[This] may involve the 
student in freely choosing among topics for writing so that questions 
about the universal requirement 'to write' at all, or about the purposes 
for 'writing' essays, will be begged" (89-90). 

Even though I did not address Tom's question about the purposes 
behind his writing assignments, I would like to think that, despite our 
differences, Tom's tutoring sessions with me were, for the most part, 
productive and engaging. This has not been the case at all times and 
with all students. Most tutors are all too familiar with that sinking feel- 
ing that indicates a tutoring session gone seriously amiss. My most 
memorable such encounter occurred with a student whom I'll call Joe. 

The phone rang on a Monday morning early in the semester. The stu- 
dent on the other end of the phone asked, "Do I need an appointment 
to see a tutor?" I replied that no, he did not need an appointment to 
meet with someone. We take students on a walk-in basis. Ten minutes 
later, he walked in and we sat down to begin going over his paper. 

Joe was a young, working-class kid already embittered by what he 
perceived to be the injustices involved with being white and male in 
our society. I took a deep breath and braced myself for the session as 
he began to read his paper aloud. He claimed that minorities have it 
easy because all they have to do is shout "Discrimination!" and women 
have it easy because all they have to do is shout "Sexual harassment!", 
but white men have no recourse when they are not happy with their 
situations. He also asserted, in the midst of the Clarence Thomas hear- 
ings and the William Kennedy Smith trial, that the court systems are 
"female based." 

Where to begin? I contemplated honing in on the derogatory terms 
he used to describe certain ethnic groups, but then I realized this 
approach was just cosmetic. Changing those terms wouldn't change 
his prejudice, and there were more pressing problems with the orga- 
nization and content of the paper that I technically should have been 
worried about. I began to question him about the logic of his paper, 
faulting him, for example, for only citing one personal instance of his 
experience in a "female-based" court. I challenged him that for every 
instance he could think of where the court system was female based, 
I could give him three instances to prove that it wasn't. At this point, 
I realized I was out of line and pulled back. I was no longer helping 
him to grow, either as a person or a writer. In fact, I was on the verge 
of attacking him. 

He looked small and tired as he said, "I had a feeling this would 
offend you." I told him that I was sorry but I just couldn't help him with 
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this paper. Fortunately (for him), we had a white male tutor who was 
willing to pick up where I left off. But I was left with the knowledge 
that I had failed as a tutor. Not only could I not help Joe with his writ- 
ing, I probably served to reinforce the very prejudices he was clinging 
to so dearly. 

Deciding when, how, and even whether to criticize student opinions 
has been a constant battle for me. I realize that I ask students with dis- 
senting opinions to offer much more evidence for their positions than 
I ever expect of students with whom I agree. I, like other composition 
specialists, see it as my job to encourage students to begin to question 
their assumptions. Yet I wonder where to draw the line? It's one thing 
to ask students to look at their values, quite another to force them (by 
way of a grade) to change their opinions. What have we really accom- 
plished if all of our students become like Tom, so frustrated that they 
will write anything just to have the grueling process over with? Does 
writing as discovery still mean discovering what the teacher wants 
and writing it? 

Susan Miller claims, "Society produces fairly well-constrained sub- 
jectivities to regulate and map individuals. Regulation includes ways 
to instill values and responsibilities that best serve the society's main- 
tenance of its particular form of order" (90). Individual variations in 
subject positions produce my reading and Joe's reading of discrimina- 
tion, but who am I to say that my reading is "correct," when correct- 
ness is so arbitrary? Chomsky would say that my notions of correctness 
are typical of the "academic left," a term which is truly a misnomer. He 
asserts that the academic left in America is not left at all. It too is insti- 
tutionalized, maintaining the appearance of dissent. Consequently, 
there really exists no radical extreme in America. My reading of an issue 
is as culturally determined as Joe's is. 

From this last incident springs a joke that circulated among the other 
tutors in our writing center: if a student came in with a paper topic that 
was particularly offensive to us, we would save that student for Bill, 
our politically incorrect tutor. Writing in favor of capital punishment? 
See Bill. Pro-Life? Talk to Bill. And perhaps most importantly, since most 
of our tutors were female, sexist? You'll have to wait for Bill. 

During my tenure in the writing center. Bill served as a frequent 
reminder that tutor-student relationships are not the only ones that fall 
short of the ideal; tutor-tutor relationships can run aground as well. Bill 
often managed to avoid tutoring because he knew so much about the 
computers, and he would lord this knowledge over the other tutors. 
When I began working at the writing center, I knew nothing about com- 
puters, so I was reluctant to confront Bill about his attitude when I relied 
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so heavily on his knowledge. By the end of the semester, however, I 
was tired of the way he treated people, women in particular. My anger 
peaked when I heard him lie to our director about having taught one 
of the female tutors how to use the graphics program. I confronted Bill, 
telling him in no uncertain terms that I had been a witness to the ini- 
tial exchange. He had not taught her anything. He had done it for her. 
I accused him of behaving this way in order to maintain some measure 
of control and dominance over other people. I then calmed down 
enough to explain why this was not only unacceptable but offensive to 
me. He said that he would try to be more considerate in the future, and 
he was — to me. 

Bill's actions seem to be consistent with sociolinguistic analyses of 
language, gender, and power. As Tannen points out in her book You Just 
Don't Understand: Women and Men in Conversation (1990), men's com- 
municative strategies are primarily hierarchical while women focus on 
connectedness. For this reason, women are more likely to involve oth- 
ers in operations involving them, while men are more likely to view a 
teaching situation like the one described above as an opportunity to 
assert dominance and control (67). By excluding the female tutor from 
the process of creating the graphics. Bill was playing directly into this 
stereotype. 

Because he knew so much about computers. Bill did very little tutor- 
ing of writing. Those sessions he did concede to do, however, were very 
directive, and his students were reluctant to ask him for more help 
when he seemed so impatient with them. Frequently, they would pur- 
posefully seek out a female tutor for further clarification, reinforcing 
the split between domineering male tutors and their more empathetic 
female counterparts, between the men who are comfortable doing most 
of the talking and the women who engage in active listening. This 
reading is consistent with the findings of gender and language studies 
conducted by researchers such as Fishman and Aries, who found 
women to be more willing to engage in conversational maintenance 
work (giving backchannel cues, asking questions, nodding their heads) 
and men to be more likely to dictate topics, beginnings, and endings. 
Women fulfill a primarily enabling role, providing an open, support- 
ive environment that is preferable to both men and women. With the 
female tutors engaged in the more service-oriented work, the male 
tutors were left to attend to the mechanics of the center's operation — 
fixing the printers, retrieving lost files, etc. — thereby reinforcing the tra- 
ditional gender stereotypes. Again, Tannen says that we can view this 
in terms of a hierarchy: "Mutual understanding is symmetrical, and this 
symmetry contributes to a sense of community. But giving advice is 
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asymmetrical. It frames the advice giver as more knowledgeable, more 
reasonable, more in control — in a word, one-up'' (53). 

Life in the writing center thrives on such asymmetry, and on the hope 
that we can eventually achieve some sort of symmetry, if not harmony. 
As I look back over these snapshots of life in the center, I realize that 
the pervasive feeling of often being at a loss, unable to do much good, 
stems from a desire to foster such connectedness, a goal which, as 
Miller and others have pointed out, has historically prevented compo- 
sition practitioners from advancing institutionally (42). We are loath to 
fill out forms that take our time away from others who are waiting for 
our help; we are reluctant to talk to computers when we would prefer 
to talk to people; and we have difficulty working with people who per- 
petuate stereotypes which we know are damaging to others. 

Perhaps the greatest dis-ease I feel is not easily captured in a vignette 
depicting life in the writing center. It is larger than that, resulting from 
the perception that writing centers exist on the margin of the margins. 
The field of composition is marginalized within the university, serving 
as a gatekeeping device where students must prove they are worthy of 
higher education (Miller 85), but writing center students are not even 
considered worthy of composition. This is a view rooted in ignorance, 
as anyone who has worked in a writing center can attest. Writing cen- 
ters represent "the marriage of what are arguably the two most pow- 
erful contemporary perspectives on teaching writing; first, that writing 
most usefully is viewed as a process; and second, that writing curric- 
ula need to be student-centered. This new writing center, then, defines 
its province not in terms of some curriculum, but in terms of the writ- 
ers it serves" (North 1984, 438). 

Perhaps North is right; but the goal of the educational institution, as 
Jeanne Simpson has noted, is often simply one of survival. Helping stu- 
dents as we do in the writing center is the means of achieving what at 
times seems to be a less than altruistic end. In Zen and the Art of Motor- 
cycle Maintenance (1975), Robert Pirsig alludes to a kind of "systematic 
thinking" that is institutionally pervasive. He writes, "To speak of cer- 
tain government and establishment institutions as 'the system' is to 
speak correctly. . . . They are sustained by structural relationships even 
when they have lost all other meaning and purpose. . . . The true sys- 
tem, the real system, is our present construction of systematic thought 
itself, rationality itself" (94). Our educational system, based as it is on 
the industrial model, has production as its ultimate goal. We might not 
change that. But we can control what we (re)produce. We can strive to 
produce better writers, better tutors, more humane working conditions 
for everyone involved (tutors and students alike). 
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Then we can stand back and realize that we have a product we can 
all be proud of. 
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Recently I heard through the grapevine that I am "too soft on gram- 
mar." It is said that as director of the writing center I do not insist 
enough on the eradication of comma splices, and that some of the peer 
tutors I've trained have occasionally failed to recognize several of these 
in the drafts of students who come to us for help. Such a criticism 
implies that to seek out and destroy comma splices is, or should be, one 
of the prime directives of the writing center, and that my main job as 
director is to make sure peer tutors are walking grammar textbooks — 
without acknowledging, of course, that such texts often conflict with 
each other, for political reasons, regarding usage. It implies further that 
tutors should take primary responsibility for perfecting writers' drafts, 
and that the director's job, therefore, is to make sure peer tutors are 
astute editors. When I heard that criticism, I knew that I and the com- 
plainer were on planets so far apart that commimication between us 
was light years away. 

The person lodging the complaint (not directly to me) is a tenured 
professor who sits on several powerful committees and votes on my 
tenure hearing next year. Although I have the full support of my divi- 
sion chair, and I continue my policy of training tutors to respond to 
writers rather than writing, to listen rather than lecture, and to address 
the comma splice only after other, more important issues have been 
addressed, I am uneasy about the rumors. Feeling like both a wimp and 
a hypocrite, I even spent a portion of our precious staff meeting time 
reviewing comma splices and making sure tutors could recognize them. 
If I had had equal status with this tenured colleague, would I have been 
as bothered by the criticism? I think not. Rather, I might have con- 
fronted him privately and perhaps had a collegial discussion of writ- 
ing theory, usage controversies, and academic freedom. Perhaps I 
should have done that anyway. However, since I am a firm believer in 
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Freire's assertion that true dialogue cannot occur between people of 
unequal status,^ I have chosen instead to write about it. 

I am, however, uncomfortable writing this critique of my colleague 
for several reasons: first, because as a yet untenured person, Fm a lit- 
tle scared of stirring up trouble. Second, I feel pangs of cowardice 
knowing it's a lot easier to write about this in a collection he may never 
peruse than to go to his office tomorrow morning and talk with him. 
Third, I feel just a bit disloyal whining about a colleague who teaches 
in the same institution as I do, an institution that has always supported 
me and my ideas about the writing center, even if those ideas have 
departed from those of my more established colleagues. I must also 
admit that this particular professor, although his philosophy of assess- 
ment emphasizes different values than mine does, is just as entitled as 
I am to privilege those values in his assessment of writing. 

This same professor marks as wrong students' use of they after a sin- 
gular subject. I do not know if he discusses with his class the current 
controversy surrounding pronoun use, as written about in College 
English by Sharon Zuber and Ann M. Reed (1993). I do know that Fve 
advised peer tutors to point out options regarding pronoun use and to 
discuss with writers the context and consequences of their choices, 
using as a point of departure the Zuber and Reed piece and other 
research discussed later in this essay. However, Fm always aware that 
the grapevine may report that "Professor Dunn says it's okay to use 
'they' with a singular subject" — without the contextualized explanation. 
Does this bother me? Yes — more than Fd like to admit. My untenured 
status makes me feel vulnerable to the criticism of those with a differ- 
ent view of "correctness," especially if they also happen to be in a posi- 
tion to vote on my continued employment. 

Before I get too involved, however, in complaining about my 
untenured status and using it as an excuse for uncomfortable choices 
Fve made, I will tell another story. In this one, the marginal comments 
with which I disagreed were made by a person whose status is regarded 
as lower than mine: an adjunct instructor. As Donna Singleton points 
out, adjunct is a word that both denotes and connotes the negative, and 
it is only slightly preferable to a variety of insulting terms non-tenure 
track instructors are called (1991, 32-34). I suspect that my pedagogy 
in the following situation was also influenced by my position and that 
of the person making comments in the margin of the paper (and in the 
margins of the academy). 

One day, I noticed that in the usually benign confusion of the writ- 
ing center, a young woman was waiting her turn, her elbows propped 
on the table, holding up her scowling face. At our small, liberal arts 
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college, some students, before they take English 101, must take a basic 
writing course, some sections of which are taught with the thesis- 
driven, five-paragraph theme as a centerpiece. Last fall, the writing 
center was very busy with students from this one basic writing class, 
the instructor of which not only featured the five-paragraph theme but 
also mandated that each student visit the writing center at least once 
a week. Already I had philosophical differences with these require- 
ments, but at the moment I put them aside and sat down with this 
young woman, Tara. Tara sighed a lot. 

Her paper was decorated with many marginal comments: admoni- 
tions to focus the thesis, to place it firmly in the first paragraph, and to 
not stray from it. There were also similar instructions to include a clear 
topic sentence at the beginning of each paragraph, as well as much pre- 
scriptive advice regarding what constituted appropriately specific exam- 
ples. I instantly developed a profound distaste for the instructions I saw 
in the margins, and I sympathized with Tara's surliness. The satisfaction 
I felt at feeling superior to the voice I heard in these comments, however, 
was ruined by my remembering C. H. Knoblauch's and Lil Brannon's 
warning against attempting to judge comments out of context — without 
knowing the relationship between writer and instructor nor the specific 
classroom dynamic that latmched the assignment (1981). I also knew that 
if another professor were casting aspersions on my comments to students 
without knowing the whole story of how they came to be there, I would 
not be pleased. 

I did, however, know the teacher — a young instructor who taught 
five first-year writing courses, three at our college and two at a local 
commimity college. Although I disagreed with his policy of teaching 
the five-paragraph theme and of forcing his students to go to the writ- 
ing center, I also knew that he believed in process writing, gave his stu- 
dents several opportunities to revise, and had a lot of confidence in peer 
tutoring. While I secretly questioned some of his requirements and 
commentary, I also marveled at the time he spent with students, the 
extensive comments he made on their papers, and his ability to remain 
good humored in spite of what must have been an exhausting teach- 
ing schedule. 

The context in which I read these comments was different from the 
one described earlier involving the comments of the tenured profes- 
sor. While I disagreed with the comma splice and pronoun use phi- 
losophy in the first situation, I did not feel free to directly criticize those 
comments or that professor. Now I was reading the comments of an 
adjunct instructor, with whom I had the luxury of feeling smug with- 
out feeling vulnerable to his opinion of me. While I still would not 
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directly criticize his comments in front of his students and I had no 
power over him, as a tenure-track assistant professor I occupied a 
higher rung on the academic ladder than he did. He did not attend 
department meetings, let alone vote on my tenure. 

His student's piece of writing was a comparison /contrast essay 
regarding living at home versus living on campus. She was supposed 
to have one thesis, which was to be spelled out decisively in the first 
paragraph and then supported in the following three. She readily saw 
that both living situations had their advantages and disadvantages. Her 
main point, as I gleaned it from her entire essay and from chatting with 
her, was that although living at home was comfortable and predictable, 
she preferred the sometimes uncomfortable, unpredictable dorm life 
because it made her more independent and mature. 

The problem, at least in the confines of this assignment, was that she 
didn't say that in her first paragraph. There she wrote that living at 
home was better. Readers expecting to see a five-paragraph essay in 
which writers are told to put their "main idea" in the first paragraph 
would no doubt read that as her thesis. Her teacher may have drawn 
a diagram on the board and have been expecting her to follow that sim- 
plistic blueprint. Given that context, a reader, especially the teacher, 
would expect each subsequent paragraph following the "thesis" to pro- 
vide examples supporting it. The writer's first two paragraphs did just 
that, but then she moved, albeit somewhat imperceptively, toward a dif- 
ferent idea, which was that in spite of the comfort and security offered 
by life at home, life away from home was better because it pushed her 
toward independence and self-reliance. 

However, that's not what she wrote. Her examples seemed to 
describe the kind of frightening yet exhilarating challenges living in the 
dorms provided, but she left them to speak for themselves. Because the 
instructor was searching for a thesis where he said to put it — in the first 
paragraph — he found one: that life at home was good. This assump- 
tion set up expectations that the rest of the essay would support that 
"thesis." What was missed by both student and teacher is that the 
writer's first draft was a way toward figuring out what she really felt 
about her living arrangements. It was during the process of writing that 
first draft that she worked her way toward a more complex idea, not 
yet completely formed. 

If this tutorial were going to support the instructor's marginal com- 
ments, the tutor would help the writer generate more examples of why 
living at home was preferable and eliminate the examples which 
"strayed from the thesis." However, those rogue examples were the 
ones that supported her eventual thesis — that living in dorms, for all 
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its problems, was preferable. It just took her a draft or two to arrive 
at this. 

She, of course, had no interest in "supporting with examples" the 
idea that living at home was better. However, when she realized, 
through answers to my questions, that she really wanted to argue in 
favor of dorm life, she became a lot more eager to generate examples. 
The problem was how to manipulate this thesis to fit the thesis- 
sentence-in- first-paragraph form required. I thought her own original 
form, rhetorically, worked better. It made sense to begin with the com- 
forts of home and then gradually show how the discomforts of dorm 
life were, in the long run, more conducive to emotional growth. I was 
in a dilemma. Should I go into a long explanation of how her original 
organization, with a few points of clarification built in, was a more nat- 
ural and effective arrangement for what she was trying to argue? 
Should I jeopardize her grade by telling her to ignore the structure her 
instructor was insisting on? 

Over the space of a few seconds, I wondered how I could approach 
this tutorial without having it become an old-fashioned power struggle — 
a gunfight at the OK Corral with the student caught in the crossfire. Was 
it possible to both support my colleague's marginal comments (as I think 
I would want mine supported) and supplement them so that the writer 
could make her own decisions? I have always relied on Peter Elbow's 
philosophy of "embracing contraries" to get me out of, or rather to keep 
me in die thick of, such dilemmas: "Affirming contradictions and not 
being in too much of a hurry to get rid of them . . . must be one of the 
patterns of thought that makes wise people wise" (Elbow 1986, 252). 

We discussed options. She could keep the original "thesis" as her 
teacher interpreted it in her first draft — that home life was better — and 
follow his directions to simply add more examples as to why that was 
the case. A second option was to keep the same form — home life 
described first and how good it was, and then end with how much bet- 
ter (if problematical) dorm life was. We both knew, though, that the 
resulting paper would not fare well in grading — it wouldn't fit the pre- 
scription. The third option, the one she finally chose, was to put in her 
first paragraph something to the effect that in spite of the comfort of 
home life, dorm life, with all its problems, was preferable. From there, 
she could still keep her basic structure of discussing home life first, and 
then move into the evidence that dorm life was better. 

Since her instructor required from the writing center some kind of 
documentation that his students came there, I used that opportunity to 
drop him a note explaining how this student really needed to change 
her thesis in this draft. As I wrote this note, I wondered about my role 
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in this whole scenario and others similar to it. How did my decisions 
affect the writer? Did she receive a better grade because of the tutor- 
ial? Probably. But so what? Other questions haunted me: Did she leave 
with a better attitude toward writing? Will she experiment with how 
she organizes her future writing projects? Six months or five years 
from now, what will she remember about writing, drafting, and the 
nature of consultation and revision? If not required to secure a response 
to her writing, will she ever again set foot in a writing center? 

Like the story related earlier, this one also concerns pedagogy and 
position, but in this one, I occupy a safer position than does the teacher. 
I wondered how peer tutors would have handled this session. More 
often than not, it was they who tutored this instructor's students. Would 
they have followed his advice in the margins to give more examples of 
the first paragraph's "thesis"? Were my options as a full-time, tenure- 
track assistant professor the same options open to undergraduate peer 
tutors? Could these twenty-year-old undergraduates, paid five dollars 
an hour, have written the same kind of note I did, essentially explain- 
ing why the instructor's marginal directions were not strictly followed? 
How would such a note from a peer tutor be received by the instruc- 
tor? And did my relative comfort in challenging this instructor's mar- 
ginal comments have anything to do with the fact that he was an 
adjunct and I was a full-time assistant professor? I wrote no such notes 
to my tenured colleague, and my objections to his pedagogy were based 
on more serious ethical questions. I was, and still am, deeply troubled 
by how many pedagogical decisions are based, at least somewhat, on 
my status in the academy and that of others. 

Disagreements about five-paragraph themes, comma splices, and 
pronoun use may seem like trivial issues when compared to other 
problems in our field and in our world. But assumptions about their 
triviality and who gets to make those judgements are not trivial and 
may directly or indirectly affect such issues as academic freedom, crit- 
ical thinking, and even the career choices of young people. 

First of all, it is quite obvious but not often recognized that when 
tenured faculty members decide the employment fate of their 
untenured department members, and not vice versa, that untenured 
instructors do not have the same kind of academic freedom as do their 
more secure colleagues. When writing centers are run or staffed by 
those without tenure and criticized by those who have it, it is risky for 
directors to protest philosophical differences publicly. It can be done, 
of course, but only with much care and tact, while criticism of 
untenured people can be done with virtual impunity. The sometimes 
unequal status of classroom professor and writing center tutor (whether 
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student or faculty) sets up, by unspoken decree, a situation in which it 
is assumed that the tutor will unquestionably support the marginal 
comments of the classroom instructor. While there are of course many 
problems involved in challenging those comments — for both tutors 
and writers — there are also sometimes problems in not doing so. 

One such dilemma concerns the five-paragraph theme, which has 
been sufficiently critiqued in composition circles for, among other 
things, its deadening effect on thinking and creativity. Knoblauch and 
Brannon call the five-paragraph theme a "pseudo-genre'' so rigid and 
intellectually deadening that it may do more harm than good (1984, 31). 
Nancy Mack and James Thomas Zebroski argue that the form of the 
five-paragraph theme reflects "a pseudoreality which is far removed 
from the pain of working-class students' everyday lives" (1991, 157). 
When viewed as one of an infinite number of ways to present an argu- 
ment — one that is discovered and explored — the thesis-and-support 
essay can occasionally be a reader-friendly, effective tool. But it is only 
a heuristic, an artificial and culturally based pattern. As JCnoblauch and 
Brannon point out, when it is taught as the way arguments are present- 
ed, it can be extremely harmful, giving a fraudulent idea of how people 
write and persuade. 

However, in spite of the fact that few people admit to teaching the 
five-paragraph format, and graduate school discussions seem to pro- 
ceed on the assumption that it is a long-extinct dinosaur, it is quite obvi- 
ous to anyone in the "real world" of teaching in a university that the 
basic thesis-and-support structure remains a most influential shape in 
academic life. It is so pervasive, in fact, that students use it as an over- 
lay on what they read, inflicting it on essays not even remotely near 
the five-paragraph theme in form. 

Here is an example. Last fall, I linked my first-year writing course 
with an introductory political science course — everyone in my class was 
also enrolled in that class. We read, from a collection of essays on Amer- 
ican government, a piece by Susan Faludi called "Blame it on Femi- 
nism" (1992). For the first twelve paragraphs of her essay, Faludi 
presents, in a tone thick with sarcasm, her opponents' views of what 
is wrong with women today. With bitter irony, she writes what "they" 
are saying: "Women are unhappy precisely because they are free. 
Women are enslaved by their own liberation" (49). In the second part 
of her essay, with a deft, one-sentence paragraph, Faludi asks, "But 
what 'equality' are all these authorities talking about?" (50). Following 
that question, she addresses each of the points raised by her opponents 
and for the remainder of the essay, twenty-six more paragraphs, argues 
persuasively against each one in turn. 





38 



Patricia A. Dunn 



By that time, for many of my students, it was too late. Told repeat- 
edly in basic writing classes and perhaps elsewhere that a writer's "the- 
sis" should appear dutifully in the first paragraph, preferably the last 
sentence, and then be "supported" in the subsequent paragraphs, these 
readers had already "found" Faludi's "thesis." Here is the last sentence 
of her first paragraph: "At last, women have received their full citizen- 
ship papers" (49). Students like Tara, trained to write in what they now 
believe to be the academic form, read essays expecting them to follow 
that structure. They read Faludi's first paragraph as a chiseled mono- 
lithic "thesis" and then mold the rest of her essay into a procrustian 
bed of "support." Faludi's essay, appearing, after all, in an academic 
textbook, must be an extended five-paragraph theme. There sat the last 
sentence of her first paragraph, and it certainly sounded like the state- 
ment of opinion, the "thesis" they had all been trained to write and to 
find. So they found it. 

But they missed it. So powerful had been their thesis-and-support 
lessons that for these students, this revered template for reading and 
writing overshadowed Faludi's bitter and obvious irony. Regardless of 
what comes after an essayist's first paragraph, many students will con- 
tinue to see it as an introduction and thesis. In attempting to read all 
essays as they've been taught to write them — extended five-paragraph 
themes — students may be hampering their reading comprehension as 
well as their ability to think critically. Instead of dutifully helping stu- 
dents "improve" their five-paragraph themes according to their instruc- 
tors' advice, we need to somehow voice our objections to the entire 
enterprise. The question is how to do this without jeopardizing our stu- 
dents' best interest as well as our own. 

Just as insistence on the five-paragraph form may be harmful to stu- 
dents' writing and reading, so may blind insistence on fixing "comma 
spHces," "fragments," and other minutiae of "bad writing" without dis- 
cussing contexts in which they are admissible or even desirable. For 
example, E. Annie Proulx's excellent novel The Shipping News (1993) is 
replete with such "errors," and that won a Pulitzer Prize. 

Pronoun choice is, of course, a much more serious issue for anyone 
familiar with recent cognitive research, which is beginning to demon- 
strate that people's reading comprehension and even their concepts of 
themselves and others are indeed affected by the pronouns they read 
and use. In their essay "The Reader's Construction of Meaning: Cog- 
nitive Research on Gender and Comprehension," Mary Crawford and 
Roger Chaffin discuss some findings relevant to this debate. They 
summarize a project in which college students were given a passage 
to read. Half the students read the passage written in so-called generic 
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style — the use of "he'' to refer to the singular subject, in this case, "psy- 
chologist." The other half read the same passage, except that the sen- 
tences were constructed using inclusionary language. The subject was 
"psychologists" and the pronoun was "they," or if the subject was 
"psychologist," the pronouns were "he or she." There was a difference 
in the way men and women recalled the passage. The men who had 
read the passage with "the psychologist . . . he" construction had bet- 
ter recall than men who had read the passage with the "psychologists 
. . . they" or "the psychologist ... he or she" construction. Women, on 
the other hand, had better recall when they read the inclusionary ver- 
sion ("they," "he or she") than when they read the "generic" version 
("psychologist . . . he") (16). None of the subjects was aware of the pur- 
pose of the experiment or that there was a difference in pronouns. 
What the results seem to suggest is that people pay more attention to 
writing that seems to speak to them. Women performed more poorly 
on the exclusionary passage, disproving the claim that "he" includes 
both genders equally. Men did better on the "he" only passages, sug- 
gesting a higher level of concentration on writing they perceived, if 
only subconsciously, as being about men. 

Other research shows similar results. John GastiTs 1990 experi- 
ments showed that for his subjects, college students, "they" is the most 
generic pronoun, producing both male and female images in readers' 
minds (638). Interestingly, Gastil found that although women under- 
graduates picture both males and females for "he/ she" and "they," 
". . . undergraduate males have a difficult time reading any generic 
term as gender neutral" (639). In other words, these male subjects 
envisioned male subjects even for the pronoun "they."^ 

As much research is beginning to show, pronoim use may not be a 
trivial matter after all, but an important part of one's view of the world 
and a way of broadening (or limiting) the perspectives of everyone. The 
supposedly generic "he /him" may be a kind of subliminal insult to 
women, giving a powerful message to both sexes that women are not 
fully human and really don't matter very much. It is not unrealistic to 
theorize that exclusionary language practices may be somewhat respon- 
sible for the low status of women worldwide. 

That is why the routine circling in red of "they" after a singular 
subject so infuriates me when I see it on papers brought to the writing 
center, apparently with the expectation that we are to help writers 
"fix" such "errors." For me, this is not a grammatical nor even a 
pedagogical difference of opinion, but an ethical one. What pronoim is 

used in the sentence, "Each scientist has own opinion" may 

affect the career choice and the self-esteem of the yoimg person reading 
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the sentence. While men get one message about future career options, 
women get quite another. Pronoun choice is an issue far more 
important than what is typically discussed in the pages of handbooks 
and should be debated publicly by all members of the academic 
community. 

Although the writing center is a site where conflicts about teaching 
and learning become most obvious, they cannot be confined there. In a 
thirty- to sixty-minute tutorial, I cannot discuss with writers everything 
Fd like to about writing theory, perceptive reading, or the consequences 
of certain language practices. Questions of what is and is not "correct" 
regarding pronoun use, for example, and whose preferences will pre- 
vail, should not be restricted to writing classes and writing centers but 
should be aired across the disciplines in psychology, sociology, ethics, 
early childhood, and business courses. The five-paragraph essay, and 
similar creatures of the academic archives, along with the pedagogical 
assumptions from which they developed, demand interdisciplinary and 
intergenerational research and discussion. 

Current research in Writing Across the Curriculum is beginning to 
address these kinds of pedagogical assumptions and how they affect 
what becomes professional discourse throughout and within the disci- 
plines. Charles Bazerman, among many others (see also Gross, Hansen, 
Jolliffe, and Myers), shows that contrary to the impression disciplinary 
textbooks sometimes give, professionals in a particular discipline do not 
always agree either on the forms of argument acceptable in that field 
or on what constitutes acceptable evidence. 

In Shaping Written Knowledge (1988), Bazerman shows how the form 
of the experimental report has evolved over the years, as it was shaped 
by the changing philosophy of the scientific discipline. He also shows 
how the form of the ethnography has been altered to reflect changing 
fundamental assumptions in the field of cultural anthropology (1992). 
As Daniel Mahala argues in his 1991 College English essay, students 
should be made privy to these intersections of theory and practice that 
occur across the disciplines and the clashes that sometimes occur there. 

Even the boring five-paragraph theme (which is nevertheless boring 
into all aspects of academic life), should be a part of this debate. These 
discussions may become lively, for they involve deep-seated, funda- 
mental beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning, not to men- 
tion sometimes unacknowledged assumptions about gender roles and 
authority. Somehow, in spite of differences in status and degree of job 
security, all members of the academic community need to find the 
courage and the grace to discuss these important conflicts openly. 
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Notes 

1. See Nan Elsasser and Vera John-Steiner's essay, in Works Cited, p. 47. 

2. See also Frank and Anshen, and Bodine, in Works Cited. 
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4 Tutoring in the ''Contact Zone" 



Janice M. Wolff 

Saginaw Valley State University 



I don't remember her name, but I remember her need: to pass a first- 
semester freshman composition course at Northern Illinois University. 
Her instructor escorted her to the writing center, a space with which she 
was unfamiliar, a social space that seemed foreboding. The student car- 
ried a four-page essay booklet, liberally overlaid with red ink. Her 
mouth was too-red with lipstick, and her bangs jutted heavenward. She 
was just one of many students who entered the confines of Northern 
Illinois University's writing center in hopes of revising unacceptable 
papers into "what she wants." That year I worked with a variety of stu- 
dents: another young woman whose essays seemed to deconstruct them- 
selves in alternating sentences; the master's student in art who talked 
through a thesis about art therapy; the student who needed help writ- 
ing essay exams, who also called me at the end of the semester, angry 
about the fact that he had received a B- on his exam — what sort of advice 
had I given him, anyway? All these students could tell stories about their 
experiences in the writing center; all have been constructed in the social 
spaces of the tutorial session. But it is the student with the high-flying 
bangs who represents my first year in the writing center. She, like the 
other students, was not only seeking help with writing, but she was also 
seeking a "safe house" in the university environment. 

Two years later, I was teaching at Illinois Benedictine College in Lisle, 
Illinois, working in the space I considered a "safe house" for students 
and myself. My experience there produced more of my tutorial history: 
I became a bit more systematic — keeping files, photocopies, and a tutor's 
log — more data, more carefully archived. More than becoming an 
archivist, I began to work with a more defined student population: 
mostly inner-city black males, recruited to the college in the interest of 
diversity. Techniques that had generally worked for writing tutorials no 
longer applied; I had to work carefully to see that the student and I 
were actually speaking the same language. Students often regarded the 
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writing tutorial with suspicion and me with disdain. No safe house yet. 
They came with their papers, and we needed to find a way to talk about 
the writing. I met Trevor in this environment at Illinois Benedictine, and 
he and I worked to develop a useful way of talking about writing. 

It is only in retrospect, after varied experiences in writing centers, 
that I came to read Mary Louise Pratt's theory of "contact zone," the- 
ory that made eminently good sense to me, theory that provides another 
metaphor by which to conceive of the writing tutorial. But more than 
metaphor, knowing contact zone theory might have allowed me better 
access to student discourse. Contact zone theory defines the writing cen- 
ter spaces, spaces that by default become a "zone"; turning those spaces 
into a safe house took a bit more conscious doing. By borrowing the 
anthropological term "contact zone," Pratt provides language by which 
to speak of the imaginary spaces where differing cultures meet, often 
cultures with language barriers. The notion of the contact zone, applied 
to early historical periods, periods of conquest and colonialism, seems 
to have its parallels in the classroom and in tutorial situations, those 
spaces where people of very different backgrounds come together. 
"Contact zone," as Mary Louise Pratt defines it, refers "to social spaces 
where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in con- 
texts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, 
slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the 
world today" (1991, 34). Contact zone theory seemed a likely way to 
view the tutorials comprised of inner-city black males and myself, a 
white woman in her mid-forties who has never lived anywhere with 
sidewalks — one with a Ph.D., no less. The other element of Mary Louise 
Pratt's contact zone that seems equally valid is the idea of the tutorial 
as a "safe house" — a hard place to get to, but nonetheless worth the 
trip. Students so often feel themselves aliens in an alien land, but to 
negotiate the contact zone, to have an awareness of the treacherousness 
of the zone, is to understand that those same social spaces that are alien 
can become "spaces where groups can constitute themselves as hori- 
zontal, homogeneous, sovereign communities with high degrees of 
trust, shared understandings, temporary protection from legacies of 
oppression" (40). 

The notions of the contact zone and the safe house are central and 
valuable to tutorials for writing. Many times a trained tutor, speaking 
a specialized language, meets with a student who speaks another spe- 
cialized language, the language of her culture. Somehow they must find 
a way to speak about the writing at hand. I should pay homage to Rod 
Serling here . . . somehow, they find themselves in ... the contact zone. 
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When Pratt speaks of the contact zone, she does so from a socio- 
linguistic perspective. Writing tutorials replicate the social spaces and 
the symmetrical relationships of power — tutor and tutee are not on a 
level playing field. But although a "contact zone" understanding of the 
tutorial situation emphasizes the imbalance of power and expertise, the 
tutorial has the potential for becoming a safe house in the rather dan- 
gerous environs of the academic institution, a social space where mean- 
ing can be made, where risk-free learning can take place. The writing 
center may be one of the few comfort zones remaining in the univer- 
sity, a place for students to decompress. 

Pratt identifies the social spaces and the power relationships in the 
tutorial situation in a way that others have not quite seen. While Ken- 
neth Bruffee and Stephen North both grant that the writing tutorial 
occupies a social space, and imply the asymmetrical relationships of 
power inherent in the tutorial, Muriel Harris gets closer to the idea of 
the safe house that the tutorial has the possibility of becoming. 

Muriel Harris comes closer to Pratt's construction of the contact 
zone, implying an awareness of cultural differences between tutor and 
tutee, but neither Bruffee's collaborative project, nor North's epistemic 
position, nor Harris's contrastive approach tells the story of the writ- 
ing tutorial the way Pratt tells it. When the tutor points out the differ- 
ences between discourse conventions in student writing, contact zone 
discomfort occurs; at this point, contact zone "rage and incomprehen- 
sion and pain" can arise. Tactful discussion of differences becomes crit- 
ical if Pratt's "safe house" metaphor is ever to become more than an 
imaginary space. If Bruffee, North, and Harris show the trickiness and 
the complexities of the tutorial situation, Mary Louise Pratt helps us 
see the tutorial in light of the sociolinguistic metaphor of the contact 
zone, where both impossible and improbably joyous things happen. 

If Pratt's contact zone writing is produced, the sort that she calls 
"autoethnographic," a text "in which people undertake to describe 
themselves in ways that engage with representations others have made 
of them" (35). In other words, the writing subject tries to present the 
self in the writing as the "other" already knows her ... it is an act of 
appropriation of the language of power and influence. Very often the 
writing and the tutorial "constitute a marginalized group's point of 
entry into the dominant circuits of print culture" (35). The writing 
becomes a sort of circling around: "I'm telling you what you already 
have told me I am"; "I am describing to you the self you have con- 
structed for me." 
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And isn't this what happens to students as they begin their work in 
the writing tutorial? Isn't the marginalization of students unmistakable 
when they are sent or encouraged to make use of the writing center? 
Isn't it often a writing tutorial that functions as the point of entry for 
the student into new academic discourses? And isn't it very difficult 
for a marginalized student to consider the tutorial a "safe house"? (And 
aren't writing centers themselves on the margins of the university?) 

Pratt further characterizes the contact zone as the place where "along 
with rage, incomprehension, and pain, there [are] exhilarating moments 
of wonder and revelation, mutual understanding, and new wisdom — 
the joys of the contact zone" (39). In addition to the possibilities of being 
painful and problematic, the writing tutorial can also be the site of won- 
der, joy, and wisdom. The tutorial can be a safe house. 

Here I return to Trevor, who was a student at Illinois Benedictine Col- 
lege during the fall semester of 1991. When he arrived at college billed 
as an at-risk student, measured by various testing implements, con- 
structed by both the label and the testing procedure, Trevor was 
directed to enroll in study skills classes and a developmental writing 
course, and assigned to an instructional assistance program — all 
designed to improve retention of students such as Trevor. 

In spite of all the risk factors, Trevor left inner-city Chicago and 
attended a small, liberal arts college, Illinois Benedictine, a school sit- 
uated near affluent Naperville. Geographically, the school sat at Col- 
lege Avenue and Maple, but it was at the intersection of study skills 
classes, writing instruction, a basic course, a reading course, and tuto- 
rials that Trevor found himself. Those of us who taught these courses 
felt it our duty to construct Trevor in Other ways — ways that might help 
him signify in a "white social Christian" culture — or at least to recon- 
struct his writing, reading, and thinking processes. Trevor and other 
students from Chicago found themselves needing to translate their ver- 
nacular for the more suburban and scholarly. In fact, there was a cer- 
tain pride in translating gang signals and language for "white-bread" 
types such as myself. During second semester, Trevor was a student in 
a repeat section of basic writing. It was in that class that he and some 
friends set me straight on what it means to rig one's thumbs on the 
waistband of one's pants, cowboy style: the gesture signifies that the 
person carries a handgun, is "packing." (So who has the power here? 
Guns are surely metonyms for power, figurative and literal. Will stu- 
dents give up the hardware, the midnight specials, for the power that 
grammar will grant? That's why writing centers tutor students in writ- 
ing, isn't it? How many zones do students have to negotiate? Real bat- 
tle zones.) 
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Illinois Benedictine, a school whose policy encouraged ''diversity," and 
which actively sought students from nearby Chicago, became a contact 
zone itself, in the way that it became the site of diverse cultural groups 
coming together, meeting, learning to speak, and sometimes erupting in 
campus skirmishes. The recruitment process resulted in a central irony: 
the college actively sought inner-city students, but then termed their 
language use nonstandard and deficient, and worked to replace their lan- 
guage with academic discourse. Students from "the projects," whether 
"Henry Homer" or "Cabrini Green," soon learned that they were mar- 
ginal speakers and writers — they became the "projects." 

I first met Trevor that fall, when he was a student in my section of 
study skills. Quiet, kind, shy, a bit overweight, recruited to play foot- 
ball, Trevor complied with the assignments. I saw him from time to time 
in the learning center, too, and knew that he was attending instmctional 
assistance meetings in order to get through an economics class. He com- 
plied. In the short writing tasks I was asking of the study skills students, 
Trevor met the assignments; he fulfilled the tasks in a crabbed hand, 
showed intelligence, and once in a while I would see a flash of rhetor- 
ical play. I knew he knew who had power and who did not, who was 
on the margins and who was not. But it was later in the semester that 
Trevor and I worked together in the tutorial spaces. 

I liked Trevor a lot, and worried over the strong Black English Ver- 
nacular that his writing instructors treated as deficient. I had read 
recent analyses of BEV, particularly one article by June Jordan in which 
she and her class spent the semester describing the linguistic conven- 
tions of the dialect. I felt the richness of BEV to be Trevor's strength, 
but apparently other teachers were encouraging him to speak and write 
white newscaster language. Trevor found himself in the contact zone, 
where those who wielded power also issued the grades. I wrote about 
Trevor, just as I joumal-wrote about other tutees of mine. Here's a tran- 
scription of a journal entry from November 18, 1991: 

Two tutorials today — two very different experiences, two that need 
some writing/ recording/musing. The first was tutorial with Trevor 
B . It seems that I "inherited" him from Martin (an instruc- 

tor for the developmental writing course) and then from Richard 
(the writing coordinator). Martin diagnosed two recurring problems 
in his paper — forgotten past tense markers on regular verbs and 
subj/ verb agreement problems where parts of the verb "to be" were 
involved, i.e., "She were going," "I were leaving." Somehow, some- 
where someone's attempted to teach Trevor the subjunctive and 
here is the residue, perhaps? (I speculate on possible instruction.) 

"Inherited him from" speaks worlds about the way many students 
are bounced from tutor to tutor, and the tragedy here is that these are 
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professionals, not minimally trained peer tutors. My analysis of Trevor's 
syntax points up the difference of language, of expertise, of power, and 
it underscores how hard we had to work to communicate in the con- 
tact zone. 

Anyway, after having him tell me about the assignment — to write 
about a bad experience — and after my reading that found the paper 
to be about "my most embarrassing moment," Trevor and I worked 
at the sentence level, converting all verbs in a sentence to past 
tense. He read out loud and stopped where he needed to insert 
"-ed;" I think many times he says them, but maybe that dialect 
voice is at work when he is composing. So it was tedious work — 
we shifted "mine" to "my" in a couple of places and I showed him 
where patterns formed the same sorts of constructions. (The Mina 
Shaughnessy in me.) 

Again, I have the language with which to describe the gaffes in con- 
ventional written English, and can contrast them with the features of 
Black English Vernacular. This working at the sentence level reduced 
the both of us to a particle-level revision. We weren't writing; we were 
doing damage control. 

But I, of course, was taken with his rhetorical sense: (the woman in 
his essay) wore "silk stocking[s] (we had to supply the plural 
marker) and pump[s], not the Reebok pump." Now that's a cagey 
writer! Trevor verged on sexism or voyeurism as he ogled the sec- 
retary during the job interview (but that worked toward reader 
interest and pointed out his 17-year-old naivete) (would that he 
were aware of the naivete and played on it — maybe he is! And I 
didn't get it.), but I thought it wasn't the time for a discourse on 
political correctness. Maybe it should have been . . . Then at the end 
of the piece he had two fragments back to back. But before I noticed 
the fragmented nature of the two, I noticed four clauses, all paral- 
lel, that summed up the experience — a periodic sentence for sure! 

He needed only to supply subject and verb. I saw the parallel struc- 
ture as a sign of his success, as an indication of growth as a writer! 

And he wrote the subject/ verb that made it a full sentence. 

Here I continue to write that Other language, to speak of plural 
markers — what must he have thought of my linguistic doublespeak? 
But in the midst of the clash of cultures, in the midst of contact zone 
power struggles, occurred some of the joy of the contact zone, some of 
the wonder that Pratt alludes to. The rhetorical flourishes that Trevor 
used indicated a writerly sensibility, an understanding of what a writer 
must do in order to keep a reader reading. I was lavish in my praise. 
And the periodic sentence, something I had language for and Trevor 
had intuition for, showed a sophisticated command of structure. He had 
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managed these feats in the midst of contact zone pressures. The entry 
goes on with a description of the work Trevor needed to undertake. 

The journal entry parallels what Pratt tells us about writing tutori- 
als and the contact zone: that there are inherent problems when two 
people attempt to talk about writing — two people who come from dif- 
ferent cultures, two people who occupy asymmetrical positions, one 
with the discourse of power and the other marginalized and with lit- 
tle language for talking about writing. A sidelight to this story is 
Trevor's admission to me that if he could just master the "common 
slice" that his writing problems would go away. More evidence of the 
marginalized trying to gain access to the discourse of the powerful, and 
the "heard" language becomes something other than what is intended. 
Funny, yes — "common slice" is hilarious, but it becomes a hopeful 
marker of what can be accomplished in the contact zone. 

Pratt tells us that the contact zone and the work done within the con- 
tact zone can result in literate arts: students might produce 
"autoethnography, transculturation, critique, collaboration, bilingual- 
ism, mediation, parody, denimciation, imaginary dialogue, vernacular 
expression." Trevor's rhetorical ploy was to make use of vernacular 
expression: "not the Reebok pump . . ." But there is also the possibil- 
ity of "miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread 
manuscripts . . ." all are the "perils of writing in the contact zone." As 
I look over my transcribed conversations with Trevor, the perils of the 
contact zone are evident: "common slice" is certainly illustrative of 
"miscomprehension and incomprehension," yet his inclusion of the 
"Reebok pump" infuses the text with vernacular expression, a sense of 
parody, and even transculturation — a connecting of popular culture 
with the discourse. 

Creating a safe house is the work that Trevor and I set about doing: 
we worked on creating a way to talk to one another; we worked at lev- 
eling the playing field; we worked to trust one another. Trevor began 
to understand that in the writing tutorial, he was free from any "lega- 
cies of oppression." Ultimately, writing center work needs to make the 
contact zone the site for safe houses. Pratt contends that the contact 
zone, with its triumphs and its perils, can become a safe house for stu- 
dents, whether that safe house is the classroom or the writing tutorial. 
The contact zone is a metaphor that works, that can illustrate something 
about the dynamics of the writing tutor's job; it defines both tutor and 
tutee, and marks out the cultural spaces for the conversation about writ- 
ing in the academy. 

But a safe house requires construction in the writing center. "Safe 
houses" become safe houses only when tutors realize that they ought not 
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to disinherit their tutees, when they learn not to shuffle students like a 
deck of cards, when they learn not to act as judge or jury. I could have 
done more and better work with Trevor. I could have asked him to turn 
his cultural capital — ^his knowledge of the product, "the Reebok Pump," 
into a site for autoethnography. He might have written about his rela- 
tionship to the consumer culture; he might have written a commercial 
or a critique of one. I might have asked him to interrogate his leering look 
at the attractive secretary. I might have asked him why he thought to 
write about her "silk stocking," and whether she was doing marginal- 
ized work, too. I might have asked him to turn his "embarrassing 
moment" narrative (the story of a job interview that went poorly) into a 
parody of the workplace in downtown Chicago. Contact zone theory will 
not only describe the environment where the tutor and tutee meet, it will 
provide the tutor with a new engagement with the student's text, with 
another way of reading. The contact zone allows tutors to see the tutor- 
ial as a microcosm of the larger academic, institutional scene; the inter- 
play of tutor and student becomes a metaphor for the writing center's 
relationship to the university. It should allow tutors to negotiate in the 
political arena of the university, where the writing tutors and writing cen- 
ter directors can become aware of contact zone symmetry, of the power 
they wield, and more often of the power they lack. Only when tutors rec- 
ognize the cultural and political implications of the "contact zone" can 
the tutorial become a really "safe house" for writing instruction. 
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In this chapter I will tell stories of Carla, Li, Dan, and myself to demon- 
strate that it is often in the writing center — rather than the classroom — 
where I can see composition's most vexing questions, particularly that 
of the subject, most clearly. The conventions of classroom pedagogy — 
class size, grading procedures, and formalized, historically defined 
relationships of power — often preclude the relationships that would 
make our many subjectivities visible. 

With the following narratives I will step aside from most of the aca- 
demic debate about the subject to just experience it, to walk around it, 
muse, and think — to see how it looks when I examine it through my 
work with writing center students. If "the subject" is, as Lester Faigley 
says, "the locus of overlapping and competing discourses ... a tem- 
porary stitching together of a series of often contradictory subject posi- 
tions" (1992, 9), then perhaps the format of this essay is an appropriate 
one. With tiny strings of theory, I attempt to stitch together a number 
of writing center stories. The stories contain a multitude of subject 
positions for a multitude of students, myself included. They are stories 
that highlight the complex ways in which we are positioned: by the dis- 
course of our pedagogy, by the books we use, by what we know and 
how we know it, by our definitions of ourselves, and by our social and 
cultural values, conventions, and experiences. 

And yet, as my second story will demonstrate, writing center work 
is not necessarily free of the same relations and conventions that we 
struggle to change in our classrooms, for we do not check those posi- 
tions at the door as we might our coat and hat. Instead, perhaps, the 
writing center is only a space of still unknown possibilities, one that is 
not yet defined and institutionalized as tightly as thecclassroom. It is a 
space in which it is, still, easier to see the subjectivities that come 
together to produce each of us, easier to see how discourse shapes us 
as we shape it, and easier to work between those formations to learn 
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what it means to be a writer, and to write. And the way we often look 
into this less-defined space, and give it temporary shape and form, is 
through our stories. 

What I hope these stories show, ultimately, is that these subjectivi- 
ties are positions that can contradict, that can work together, that can 
lie there, waiting to be discovered, stepped into, rejected, or changed 
and negotiated into something new. 



Carla 

I had known for a long time who Carla was, but I had never officially 
"met" her imtil she signed up with me for a weekly appointment. One 
of her daughters graduated from high school with me nine years ear- 
lier, and one of her sons was involved in community theater projects that 
I had also worked with. And so, when their names would come up in 
her conversation, I knew something of the people she was referring to, 
and I knew that I could ask her how they were doing from time to time. 
I was also familiar with the place where she had once worked as a nurse, 
and thus could see more easily why she was frustrated, why she was 
back in school. It seemed Carla had come to the university to open up 
new possibilities in her life, including, perhaps, a new line of work. 

As the term progressed, I was not only coaching Carla in the writ- 
ing center, but unlike my work with most students, I also became her 
"teacher." She had taken classes in composition twenty years ago, and 
had been granted transfer credit for them, but discovered during the 
previous term that she had completely lost touch with academic writ- 
ing. So I had her doing the same things that my own classroom stu- 
dents were doing — reading essays from the "Work" chapter of Reading 
Culture, working out a definition of "meaningful work," and writing 
to communicate their new understanding. I often talked to her about 
what had happened in my class, at times just to reassure her — as best 
I could tell from my position as teacher — that while my students may 
have been younger, they were struggling just as much, asking the same 
questions, and sometimes appearing much less engaged than she was. 
Insecurity was a definite issue, I realized, as she told me that she had 
dropped her first computer-intensive course because she spent the 
entire first class period just trying to figure out what a "mouse" was, 
when she should have been using it to follow along with her instruc- 
tor. I reassured her that I could help her learn to use the computer too, 
when she was in a position to need it again. 

Coaching her, it was hard at times to keep the conversation focused 
on the writing rather than the small-town talk that would come so 
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naturally to the two of us. A mutual friend had asked me to ask her 
if she knew so-and-so at her place of employment, but I kept putting 
it off as one more tangent that we couldn't afford to take. Once, I almost 
mentioned that I knew her neighborhood a little, because I know the 
woman who lives next door to her. But I stopped myself short, 
remembering that the woman is the grandmother of my "significant 
other," another man, and while I thought that Carla could probably 
"handle it" despite her devout Catholicism, it didn't seem like a 
good time to take the chance that she might put "it" all together, and 
then take even more time to negotiate what that would mean to each 
of us and our work together. 

Sometimes, I noticed, it seemed important that I actually say, "As 
your teacher, I want you to know this . . ." or "As your writing coach, 
I'm wondering what you think about . . ." And so I did. 

We worked well together, I thought, and I could see changes in her 
writing. But Carla had to leave for Florida halfway through the term, 
to care for an aunt who had raised her, who eventually died. And I 
didn't see her again that term. 



Considering the Subjectivities Awakened with Carla 

Carla: mother of old friends, nurse, dissatisfied professional, insecure 
returning student, mouse-ignorant dropout, neighbor. Catholic woman, 
responsive niece. Stephen: friend of children, knowledgeable resident 
of the same town, coach, teacher, partially out /partially closeted gay 
man, ex-Catholic, and, ultimately, abandoned for a higher-priority rela- 
tionship. The array of positions can be startling, and with new ones 
appearing all the time in our discourse, the connections — and our need 
to negotiate them — seemed endless. For while the "friend of children" 
and "local resident" parts of me liked to come out from time to time 
and talk, the "coach" and "teacher" parts constantly reminded me that 
we had only one hour a week to work. And while the "partially out 
gay man" is so only because he has learned to talk freely about his con- 
nection to the "grandmother/neighbor," the "coach" preferred to save 
that information for when it might be more carefully articulated to the 
"student's" intellectual development. And the "teacher" believed that 
sexuality need not be made the subject of the discourse at all, being used 
to, and more comfortable with, keeping the "partially closeted" iden- 
tity intact for the classroom. 

But while the "ex-Catholic" reminds all the other subjectivities of the 
possible ways the "devout Catholic" might react to a more Catholic 
approach to sexual expression, those subjectivities argue back that the 
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"nurse," the "student," and the "mother" would have more open ways 
to understand it. Meanwhile, the "dissatisfied professional" seemed to 
find the topic of meaningful work appealing, and the "coach" and 
"teacher" both enjoyed the interest that she demonstrated. And while 
the "local resident" always seemed to struggle to the surface with the 
latest gossip, the "returning student" countered with a firm belief that 
instead she really had better concentrate on what the "teacher" and 
"coach" could offer about academic discourse. Yet, ultimately, the 
"responsive niece" took charge and overruled the others, leaving the 
"coach" with an empty time slot on the schedule board of the institu- 
tion, a slot that would eventually be filled by some other "student." 

I began with my story of Carla because I think it offers the most clear 
and obvious of the multitude of positions that emerge through writing 
center relationships, positions affecting how we understood each other, 
what we said and when we said it, and how we positioned one another. 
And yet, as I continue this essay by briefly examining two of the posi- 
tions I juggled throughout that relationship — those of coach and 
teacher — I can see that the same must be true of classroom learning. 
But somehow writing center relationships allow the complexity of the 
subject to surface and become more visible. 

Using the story of Carla for comparison, I am often struck by the dif- 
ferences between the stories that I tell of teaching first-year composi- 
tion and the stories I tell of my work as a writing center coach. As a 
teacher, I am positioned to talk about the "interesting things" that 
somehow happened in class: the surprisingly insightful comments 
made by one student who didn't appear to be listening, the unique 
experiences that a group uses to explain a theoretical concept to the rest 
of the class, the question — asked by another student — that, for 
unknown reasons, half of the class seem to recognize as racist while the 
other half nod their heads in agreement. As a teacher, I might babble 
on and on about the fascinating paper that blossomed out of what had 
first seemed a very old and tired argument, and I often lament yet 
another "great potential paper" that strangely enough never realized 
itself. As a teacher I tell also of the theories that might explain where 
my students' work comes from; I confess my uncertainties over how 
much of their learning really was related to my teaching, and I talk of 
my struggles not only to understand what they say and write but to 
figure out how to respond to those writings. As a teacher, I almost 
always feel like I don't really know what is going on with my students. 

But when I compare those stories with the ones I tell as a coach, sto- 
ries in which I often know where a student's insight came from, in 
which I might learn why a student has reacted so negatively to an 
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instructor's comment, in which I have drawn upon some part of me to 
establish a connection with some part of them, then I understand the 
differences between the classroom and the writing center. The stories I 
tell as a teacher actually sound like stories about how little my students 
and I know and understand one another. I see little of the actual work 
it takes to construct a piece of writing (even a process-based classroom 
brings little more than the intermediate reifications of that process to 
the surface), 1 see little of what it means for them to construct their texts, 
and I share very little of what that same process means for me. 

And so, as I tell my subsequent writing center stories, and while they 
often raise their own difficult questions and concerns, I want to demon- 
strate that they are stories of social context, relationships, and the nego- 
tiation of subject positions that come together for the production of 
meaning. It is in my stories from the center that I can begin to imder- 
stand Faigley's most vexed question of the subject, trying not so much 
for answers, but instead for ways to think through the question, ways 
to make that question my own. 

With this second story, I come to imderstand how much of our class- 
room roles my students and I might bring into the center, how strong 
those roles can be, and how a writing center relationship is not neces- 
sarily much different from my most imsatisfying teaching experiences. 



Li 

Li arrived for his first session; without saying more than "hello," he 
placed his ESL handbook on the desk and pointed out an exercise that 
he didn't understand. I explained it as best I could, though I have 
become more and more intimidated by grammar exercises myself. As 
a student, I had always considered them easy and formulaic, an easy 
shot at a good grade; as a teacher, however, I have learned to recog- 
nize the enormous complexity that such exercises always hide. But 
intimidation aside, in the back of my mind I was mostly trying to fig- 
ure out what class he was in, what his workbook — which I had never 
seen before — was supposed to be teaching him, and how I might be 
able to begin some sort of conversation. I decided that he was proba- 
bly Chinese, but I've never been very good at guessing ethnic identi- 
ties (typical American, I think to myself, no knowledge of geography 
or other cultures). Perhaps his ethnic backgroimd shouldn't matter, I 
decided . . . but perhaps it does, because it no doubt plays some part 
in how he learns and uses language. 

His questions were a constant stream, and when we finally got our 
noses out of that workbook, it was only because our time was up: my 
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next student had arrived. I had yet to learn anything about him, or he 
about me. And being relatively new to coaching at the time, I was bewil- 
dered by the session, feeling as though I didn't even have a chance to 
ask anything: he had made no eye contact, instead keeping his head 
down, listening for answers as he watched the book, pointing out each 
new question as soon as I had answered the last one. 

This pattern repeated itself throughout the term, in between missed 
appointments and a couple of late arrivals with five minutes left in our 
half-hour session. Not sure if more personal questions would be offen- 
sive to him, the most I managed was to ask which class he was in and 
what some of his grammar assignments were. I never knew that he was 
doing any writing, though I found out at the end of the term, from his 
instructor, that he had been producing papers all along. Instead, we 
spent our time on exercises that he took very seriously — and I, fumbling 
to explain how more than one grammar construction is possible depend- 
ing upon the intention and context of the sentence, was questioned con- 
stantly on matters of correctness ... by myself as well as by him. 

Finally, in the last five minutes of our last session, Li pulled out maps 
and pictures of his home and showed them to me. We talked about 
Malaysia a bit, and I asked a few questions to demonstrate that I was 
sincerely interested. But I had to keep them brief: we were once again 
running into my next student's time slot. I asked him to come back next 
term with those materials, hoping that we could talk more about his 
home and learn more about each other. 

Then Li left, and I never saw him again. 



Considering Multiple Subjectivities Involved with Li 

For insight on this story, I turn to a few words from Michael Holzman's 
"Teaching Is Remembering" that continue to ring true for me. He tells 
me that the key to literacy is not only the demystification of the world 
(instruction as to what things are and how they work — the role most 
often assigned to teachers), but it is also "our willingness to give up 
the protection of our roles as teachers, to remember each of them (stu- 
dents) as individuals, to agree that our relationships are personal. Rela- 
tionships between individuals," he asserts, "must replace relationships 
between roles" (1984, 235). 

Holzman gives me what I need to reflect on my work with Li, to see 
that I was merely filling the role of teacher, and a particularly narrow 
and overdetermined one at that. But, at the same time, I felt positioned 
that way by Li's actions, a performance of his student role that seemed 
most mechanical. Obviously, we allowed that space of productive pos- 
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sibilities, the writing center, to default into defining us with time con- 
straints, teachers' expectations, and other formalities no different from 
the typical classroom. 

It is no surprise, when I look at how we positioned ourselves and 
each other as student and teacher, that I was unable to assert any alter- 
native to the question-answer format, the right vs. wrong answers, and 
the focus on language solely in its most mechanical sense. The only way, 
in fact, that our session looked any different from a classroom was the 
interesting reversal of our roles: the student was asking the questions, 
while the teacher-coach was struggling to provide correct answers. Per- 
haps that reversal was especially important, because it taught me that 
I did not like the way that I was positioned. Like so many classroom 
students, I was uncomfortable. I resisted by trying to show the excep- 
tions to the rules and the effects of context on meaning. As a language- 
conscious person who had read Errors and Expectations several years 
earlier, I yearned at the very least to place our work on grammar within 
some kind of "real" writing context, preferably one that would be 
meaningful to both of us. 

But, just as was true when I was a student of grammar myself, I 
played the game without trying to change it, perhaps not even know- 
ing how to change it. My experience with Li has shown me that to sim- 
ply empower students to be "in charge" of their education, such as 
some might say Li exemplified as he exercised his "question-control" 
over me, changes little else about how we have been positioned. It 
amounts at best to a role reversal, rather than providing some way for 
us to change or re-create the relationship into something that the two 
of us might really want or need. 

To the extent to which we carried only the roles of student and teacher 
into the writing center, and locked out any alternatives, it became equally 
true that we were limiting our possibilities — I couldn't even ask him if 
those exercises were helping, if he had any "real" writing to work on, 
or if there were any other way to work together that might possibly mean 
something to me as well as him. 

I would like to argue, though, that what seems particularly valuable 
about writing center stories is that even stories like that of Li do not 
remain as isolated as my classroom /teacher stories often do. Whereas 
students and teachers are often constructed in singular roles, writing 
center work often allows for a continuous play of multiple construc- 
tions for coaches and students that inform one another. 

The relationships that are built with individual students, as Holzman 
calls for, are with individuals to the extent to which they are not limited 
to singular, predetermined roles, but instead recognize how they are 
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multiply constructed. And as those multiple constructions are discovered 
and experienced, the range of possibilities for other relationships opens 
up. When I compare my experience with Li to my subsequent work with 
other students — both international and American — I see that I need not 
have stayed buried in those exercises, need not have subjected myself to 
them, or passively accepted the role that ''he'' (and everything that posi- 
tioned him) created for me. I could have overcome my own shyness and 
asserted a few questions toward him, I could have learned some of his 
language, and I even could have explained what was behind my frus- 
trations with the work we were doing. Perhaps, if I had known more 
about him, and had expressed that interest, he would have come more, 
been on time more, and have come back for more. At the least, he may 
have become comfortable with stepping out of his "student" position 
sooner, and shared his homeland with me before it was too late. But, not 
really knowing each other — as individuals, in multiple ways, through our 
multiple subjectivities — made it nearly impossible for anything mean- 
ingful to happen, much less for me to imderstand the relationship in any 
meaningful way. 

As when I teach, with Li I will never feel as though I can believe I 
actually helped him. In fact, I don't believe I did. And yet, as useful as 
those little lines from Holzman can be, I still puzzle over what it might 
mean to have an individual relationship, for as should be obvious by 
now, I am drawn to the poststructuralist and postmodern discussions 
that have deconstructed notions of both "the individual" and "the sub- 
ject" as imified and centered entities, claiming instead that individuals 
are multiply subjected, multiply constructed, and at the same time able 
to construct and subject themselves in relation to others. 

I ask: what becomes of "you," "he," "she," "I," and "us," when the 
individual "I"s and "you"s begin to look more and more like many dif- 
ferent people rolled into one? 

To illustrate a relationship that positions students into wholly indi- 
vidualized roles that are unrecognizable to, and not necessarily valued 
by, any established discourse, I continue with the story of Dan, recon- 
structed from one entry in my session notes. 



Dan got a paper back from his instructor. The instructor noted that the 
paper didn't seem to have any "thesis." And so, we went about trying 
to figure out what "thesis" was, and what that might mean. I questioned 
him about what he wanted to say about the text he had read (a liter- 
ary one), what he specifically saw in the text, and what significance it 
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might hold for him. I took a couple pages of dictation from his answers, 
and I tried to talk through how his statements could be formulated into 
one or two different theses. But then he said, ''But I still don't know 
why my paper isn't already okay," At that point, I was beginning to 
wonder the same thing myself. After all, what was wrong with the 
paper? He had constructed it fairly carefully, he had "chosen" to write 
it that way and to say what he did, and it wasn't even full of errors. 
But, like papers that are "just my opinion" (as students often say), and 
papers that are well-crafted but entirely personal expositions, Dan's 
paper didn't really seem to be trying to mean anything to me. 

And so I looked at it again, this time reading it out loud, and I 
responded with the word "okay" after each paragraph, using a tone of 
voice intended to signal him that he had simply reported what the text 
had said in his own words, providing nothing of interest to me, noth- 
ing that would cause me to have any response other than "Okay — 
what's the point?" By the end of page one, he interrupted with, "Okay, 
I get it now. I'm only talking about the story, and only telling what's in 
the story, not anything else." "I think that's it," I said, and I explained 
that, in a sense, he needed to keep the story there as examples and illus- 
trations, but that yes, actually, he also needed to be focused on ideas and 
concepts in such a way that they might become relevant to something — 
and somebody else — outside of his own personal experience with the 
story he read. 



Considering Subjectivities with Dan 

Do I work with students as though they must be completely other to 
everyone else? Do I want Dan to simply say anything he wants, which 
in this case amounted to, ironically, what he had probably been trained 
to do in past English classes? Do I want him to repeat what he has read 
in exact and precise terms, with correct grammar and spelling, and 
without engaging himself or his readers in any intellectual way? 

Of course I don't want that, I automatically reply, though I can't ever 
completely shake off the discourse that calls for freewriting, that asks 
for affirmations of his authentic voice despite where it comes from and 
what it says, that reminds me how liberating it once was for me to fill 
page after page of my very first journal as a senior in high school. But 
with a paper that had to be revised, and for which I could see good 
arguments for revision, I was more concerned at the moment with how 
Dan might be able to "invent the university." I wondered how he might 
engage with some of the more commonly accepted conventions of aca- 
demic discourse that would help him to reposition others. 
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My simple but repeated response — ''okay'' With a nod of my head 
to affirm that I easily "got" the info but could really use something more 
meaningful to me — was enough to show him that he was not really 
doing anything for anyone else, much less himself, with his paper. He 
was not attempting to change me, not attempting to change anything 
about himself, not asking me to struggle for something new. 

I worry about both approaches, that I will either be fitting students 
into over- and predetermined positions, or I will be letting them do 
and say whatever they want. Either way, I am in constant risk of falling 
completely into one or the other of the pole positions, for as Kurt 
Spellmeyer explains in Common Ground (1993), such tendencies are 
inherent in language. 

He explains that Michel Foucault, in his "Discourse on Language," 
refers to two "voices" that parallel my concern and mirror the 
extremes of my continuum: the first voice, called Institution, offers ‘ 
security and "the safety of roles prepared in advance" (72). The voice 
of Institution makes me wonder: if I am doing well enough myself, 
as writing coach, teacher, member of this institution of higher learn- 
ing, and active citizen, would my students not be best off doing the 
very same? And do they not often seek that security themselves, ask- 
ing me how 7 would write the paper, how I would make the decisions 
on how to meet the assignment? 

The second voice, which Foucault calls Inclination, "dreams of lan- 
guage without prohibitions, where writers can choose whatever roles 
they please" (72). It is this voice that tells me it is better to let students 
speak freely than to restrict their freedom or risk violating their sensi- 
bility with conventions of discourse that don't work for them. 

But there is a possibility of a third voice, one much more difficult to 
recognize, to talk about, and to speak with; for, as Spellmeyer points 
out, the "two misleading speakers, who seduce by telling exactly one- 
half of the truth, sound so much like ourselves" (72). We talk in terms 
of institution — fitting ourselves into the roles that the institution 
defines — and we talk in terms of inclination — expressing ourselves 
authentically and free of restraints and restrictions — ^but it is the third 
voice that I believe we must search for, in ourselves and in our students. 
It would be a voice that can learn to work between those two extremes, 
to facilitate a mutual negotiation between the individual and the insti- 
tution, working with individuals not only to occupy and employ a 
multitude of subject positions but to gain some control over their con- 
struction, to negotiate their terms, to re-create them, and to open up 
new fields of possibilities for ourselves and each other. 
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My search for that third voice is, I remind myself, a matter of con- 
stantly reminding myself: reminding myself that Faigley defines the 
subject as ''the locus of overlapping and competing discourses ... a 
temporary stitching together of a series of often contradictory subject 
positions" (1992, 9). And so I remind myself that at any one moment 
Carla is holding together her life as a nurse, mother, returning student, 
responsible relative, disgruntled worker, devout Catholic, and neigh- 
bor: never able to be all at once, but instead working always from some 
configuration of them even as she tries to develop one or another of 
those positions. I remind myself, from Michael Holzman, that literacy 
and learning require a relationship between individuals. I remind myself 
that the particular contexts and subjectivities through which selves are 
constituted are going to be, more often than not, different. And I remind 
myself to work with Dan to show him some conventions of academic 
discourse, and to create a more specific subject position that might 
allow him to express himself in ways that his particular academic audi- 
ence will be interested in reading. 

I realize that it is not impossible to make those same reminders in the 
classroom. As Diana George and Diane Shoos tell us in "Issues of Sub- 
jectivity and Resistance" (1992), although a student's theorizing in a final 
paper may seem inconsistent with previous writings, and may appear 
to be a lapse into an uncritical subjectivity that clashes with pedagogical 
goals, we (as teachers) can resist seeing such "affronts" to our own sub- 
jectivities as failure by instead looking carefuUy at what negotiations that 
student is making. In the case of their particular examination, they 
demonstrate that one student's description of the pleasurable experience 
of game shows is not necessarily incompatible with the student's critical 
understanding of the way in which those shows position and construct 
individuals — the student included — throughout our society. 

George and Shoos tell us that we "need to remind ourselves of the 
often hidden complexity of students' work," we must "be attentive to 
the possibility that (their) discourse inscribes a multiple rather than 
centered subjectivity," and that it is equally important to understand 
"our own position as subject in relation to these texts" — which in their 
case consists of demonstrating an awareness of the negative ways in 
which they themselves have experienced and understood game shows, 
positions that could easily lead them to disregard any "positive" dis- 
cussion of game shows as being "uncritical" (206). Ultimately, they tell 
us, we must "run the risk that students will attack the things we love 
or embrace the things we hate" (209). The challenge is to be able to 
construct some mutual understanding of how that could be. 



62 



Stephen Davenport Jukuri 



So it is possible to remind my selves that my work with students is 
a matter of relationships between multiple subject positions. And yet 
it is so very difficult; those subjectivities are, as George and Shoos have 
said, "often hidden" from me as a teacher, and, as Faigley says, "the 
notion of subjectivity itself ... is far too complex to be 'read off' from 
texts"; subject positions are momentary, partial, temporary, and occu- 
pied with different degrees of investment (110). As a teacher who must 
work with many individuals all at once, who knows students mostly 
through their texts, I often find it nearly impossible to experience those 
subjectivities and their positions in the classroom; I usually cannot dis- 
cern some third voice whispering somewhere in between institutions 
and inclination. Instead, to find that voice, I return to the stories that I 
tell of my work at the writing center, work that I attempt to construct 
within the range of what I consider to be the real question: Do I work 
with students such that we might negotiate our subjectivities within a 
context of mutual learning, sharing of experience, collaborative con- 
struction of text, and the production of knowledge? 

Dan, Revisited 

I didn't mention earlier that Dan used to be the work-study assistant in 
the writing center, a position he lost due to poor grades. As part of his 
plan to stay in school, he signed up with one writing coach for time man- 
agement and study skills, and was working with me on his writing class. 
As the term progressed, I discovered that Dan often didn't seem inter- 
ested in talking much about "writing" — maybe he just wasn't yet able 
to, or didn't have the vocabulary — and subsequently I found myself 
becoming more directive and "instructive" with him, giving him spe- 
cific strategies to try for revision. But during our eighth session (out of 
nine), I finally asked him some questions that resulted in, I think, a more 
collaborative learning experience, one that may have made more sense 
to him than anything I had said or done earlier. The session had begun 
in an "instructive" mode: he had a draft, and asked for some response 
on it. As I read, ! explained some of the confusion that I experienced, 
and connected those particular experiences with explanations of what 
my expectations are for the genre of academic writing. I asked if he knew 
what "genre" meant; he wasn't sure, and so I explained it in terms of 
how academic writing is different from other "kinds" — other "genres" — 
of writing, such as mystery stories and novels, and I included reasons 
why those differences are important to readers and writers. He 
responded by telling me that he really doesn't like to get into the kinds 
of details that academic writing requires. 
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So I leaned back a bit in my chair, and asked if he had found an area 
of study yet in which he enjoyed getting into the details and particu- 
lars. It turned out he does like writing computer programs, and he was 
thinking about choosing computer science for his major. And fortu- 
nately again, my brief search for some subject other than writing, some 
subject position other than ''essay writer," led into a conversation about 
the ways in which writing computer programs is similar to writing 
papers. Good programs, we decided, have clear comment lines that 
explain to other programmers what the program is trying to accomplish 
and how it is accomplishing it, just like academic papers often have 
"comment" statements, directives as to what readers should expect, and 
elaborations on how they should read and understand examples. Good 
programs have procedures and subroutines that are in many ways sep- 
arate from the main program, but still must fit with it, and are all very 
important to the overall functioning of the program as a whole, just like 
academic papers have separate illustrations, examples, and points that 
all function somewhat independently, but are connected by the ways 
they work together to create a better understanding of the writer's 
argument. 

For ten minutes, I remembered what it was once like to be a com- 
puter science major myself, a role that I had given up seven years ear- 
lier: the excitement of creating programs that would work, that could 
solve problems, that would ultimately be useful and meaningful to oth- 
ers. But back then, my grades only told me that I knew how to write 
A programs as well as A papers — not until I worked with Dan did I 
begin to understood how much the two were all alike and what they 
had in common. And how it was that I could be so interested in both. 



Reconsidering Dan 

Whether or not those sessions with Dan were "successful" is hard to 
know for sure; in the writing center, unlike the classroom, definitions of 
success are often a function of the relationships established, not tied so 
strongly to any particular measure of one person's work against another's. 
Those sessions felt successful to me because I knew at least that I had 
learned something, and I felt that we had effectively negotiated at least 
one subject position (for Dan, that of computer programmer) with a 
position that was unfamiliar, one that he was struggling with, one that 
he needed some access to: that of academic writer. 

While it may have been serendipitous that I had once defined myself 
as a computer science major, it was not accidental that I sought out those 
connections, asking him more about who he was, sharing who I was. 
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learning what he identified with, and who he wanted to be: a computer 
programmer. As a programmer he might actually have learned from me 
something more valuable to him about computer programming than 
about writing. 

To find meaningful connections and common ground, to begin to 
intersect our multiple subject positions with one another, we had to dis- 
cover what directions the conversation could take, allow other subjec- 
tivities to come in and inform our discussions, and make choices about 
which ones might lead to productive work. 

Often I can work with what we lay out on the table; sometimes I can't. 

In fact, if one wonders why I do not seem to bring up my sexual- 
ity with students, I would respond that it is because I so rarely find a 
way to do it that I believe would be productive. Instead, it comes up 
more often outside of.the writing center, and beyond the classroom, 
when my pedagogical relationship with a student carries on beyond 
those contexts and changes into a relationship in which bringing out 
that part of myself is somehow important to the development of our 
thinking, our ability to work together, our friendship, or our politics. 
In other words, the forces that define the context of those two institu- 
tional roles, as well as the greater social forces that articulate sexual- 
ity into very particular and singular roles, all make it less likely that 
my articulation of myself as a gay man would be useful or acceptable 
in my educational relationships. Yet I am open to that possibility as 
much as any other, and I am more likely to find it in the writing cen- 
ter than in the classroom. 

And it is because I see the writing center as a place for opening up 
productive possibilities, and the classroom, too often, used as a place 
for restricting and channeling productive activities in particular ways, 
that I believe it is important to note that in coaching I learn what it 
means to resist trying to know, ahead of time, what will happen when 
I explore the subjective positions I occupy. Questions that open up pro- 
ductive possibilities are important, Spellmeyer tells us, because they are 
what he calls, in terms of learning, "real questions": "those for which 
the teacher (does) not already have an answer" (1993, 136). George and 
Shoos echo the need for such uncertainty in education, asserting that 
"the healthiest critique occurs when everyone involved — instructor as 
well as students — has yet to take a set position on a text" (1992, 207). 
This allows dialogue that includes and creates an understanding of the 
multiple ways that people are positioned in their lives, and how they 
will bring those subjectivities to bear upon the work at hand. And 
finally, when Foucault reflects on his own intellectual development, he 
tells us that the result of such uncertain explorations can turn us into 
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something new, render us no longer the same and no longer able to see 
ourselves and others in the same way ('The 'Experience-Book'" 1991). 
Referring to his books as "experiences," he explains that "an experience 
is something you come out of changed. If I had to write a book to com- 
municate what I have already thought. I'd never have the courage to 
begin it. I write precisely because I don't know yet what to think about 
a subject that attracts my interest. In so doing, the book transforms me, 
changes what I think" (27). 

Likewise, by not determining answers ahead of time, it is possible 
to realize, re-create, negotiate, and reconfigure the multitude of subject 
positions that constitute teachers and students. And while neither my 
students nor I tend to radically transform ourselves, it is true that as we 
work together, we do change, we do discover differences, and we do 
begin to see what it means to resurrect old subject positions, to learn 
new ones, to act differently within them, to shape ourselves into some- 
thing a little bit other than what we were before. We often change the 
way we think, and we often change the way we write as well. 

Yet, I remind myself how difficult that can be: there are times when 
I listen to myself and I hear the voice of the institution, finding it eas- 
ier to see difference as failure, than to see difference as an opportunity 
to engage with, and learn from, the individual who constitutes that dif- 
ference out of a multitude of equally valid discourses. There are times 
when I hear the voice of inclination, articulating difference as mere dif- 
ference rather than engaging with it, and the student who exemplifies 
it, to construct the common ground between us that might lead to 
respect, learning, and something worth writing about. 

Finally, as a teacher, it is difficult to be changed by my students when 
my grades and my work and my evaluations have continually told me 
that I myself have been a successful student of writing. From that sub- 
ject position I am often too quick to recognize what would work for 
me, and too slow to see and understand how something else might work 
better for the writer. I am too different from them, sometimes, to know 
where to begin, or how to ask. 

But I also remind myself of how Anne DiPardo characterized writ- 
ing center tutors in "Whispers of Coming and Going." Much like stu- 
dents, she says, tutors "occupy multiple roles, remaining learners even 
while emerging as teachers, perennially searching for a suitable social 
stance (Hawkins) — a stance existing somewhere along a continuum of 
detached toughness and warm empathy" (1992, 125-26). And I strive 
for what she lays out in her conclusion: that individuals who work in 
writing centers must be "respectfully curious" about their students, 
must have practical strategies that are informed by theory, and must 
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have compelling reminders of the need to monitor themselves. "Most 
of all, we must serve as models of reflective practice — perennially 
inquisitive and self-critical, even as we find occasion both to bless and 
curse the discovery that becoming students of students means becom- 
ing students of ourselves as well" (142). 

It is easy to believe, as a teacher as well as a coach, that I must be a 
learner of my students, for by positioning them to be my teachers I 
allow them to see themselves as people who have experience, who can 
produce knowledge, and who can construct meaningful text for oth- 
ers. It is easy to believe, as a coach as well as a teacher, that I still need 
to do some amovmt of "teacher talk," providing students with knowl- 
edge, information, strategies, and theoretical models. And it is easy to 
believe, for both myself and my students, that our learning depends 
upon developing our awareness of our multiple subjectivities, com- 
municating them, and allowing ourselves the opportunities to discover, 
create, and practice various positions in order to learn how to negoti- 
ate them. And of course, I know that I need to affirm and value their 
individual experiences and contributions that grow out of those mul- 
tiple subjectivities. 

But as a writing coach, I have learned that in the writing center I am 
in a better position to experience what I believe. There I am in a very 
unique position, one in which I often have just enough time and space 
to listen to them as individuals, to learn what they have to communi- 
cate, and to see what it will take to construct points of negotiation 
between their lives and the positions, experiences, and discourses. What 
I learn in the writing center informs the way I construct my role as class- 
room teacher, but it is as a writing coach that I can really listen to myself 
and my students, remember the stories we tell, and recognize not only 
the ways in which we construct those narratives, but also how we 
come to construct each other within them. 



Carla Revisited 

Five months later, Carla returned and we dug back into composition, 
this time our efforts split between writing a paper for me and her work 
for an introductory class in scientific and technical communication. For 
me, she read about rap music, experienced a particular approach to cul- 
tural analysis, and took on new strategies for conducting research, pro- 
ducing knowledge, and constructing text. As her work progressed, she 
told me how she suddenly noticed that her sixteen-year-old son listens 
to rap, and she talked to him about it, trying to make sense of the read- 
ings she had to respond to. She discussed rap with her husband, and 
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they began to see it everywhere: TV, magazines, newspapers. He 
showed her an article by a woman her age who came to understand 
that rap really is music, and the article became central to the argument 
she developed in her paper. And while she was still offended by rap 
lyrics, and says she always will be, she was able to realize things she 
had not understood before, and she wrote her paper to communicate 
her new understanding to others. 

But as we moved along through the term, we also talked of other 
things — her family, the choir that she was singing in (for which my sig- 
nificant other was the assistant conductor), a lot about nursing and tak- 
ing care of patients, and of course her other class. And, eventually, she 
had to write a "reading response" on how Aristotle defines the differ- 
ence between art and science. She struggled, not only with the sug- 
gested questions but also with her confidence and perceived ability to 
attempt any interpretation at all. So I asked her: do you see nursing as 
a science or an art? And she told me that it is both; that it is a science 
because there are so many set procedures for everything, and specific 
steps to follow, and ways to assure that you can "prove" the accuracy 
of your work — some of which is part of what she has come to hate 
about the job. And yet it is an art, because she works with people, peo- 
ple who don't always fit the procedures, people who require creative 
solutions. She told me how she had to develop a new way to secure an 
IV for a patient who kept loosening it. And she told me, more impor- 
tantly perhaps, that when she questioned the man's wife about why 
they had not answered their phone earlier in the day, she "pretended 
not to hear" the woman apologize and "confess" that, against doctor's 
orders, they had gone for a ride in the car because he wanted so badly 
to be outside. She understood that he was more than just a patient, and 
had more needs than just those that the doctor might order. 

And after we had written down all that she had said, and we looked 
it over, she glanced back at the assignment, frowned, and worried out 
loud that she hadn't answered the questions the way she thought she 
was supposed to. But, just as quickly, she changed her expression and 
told me that while she might not have answered the question exactly, 
she thinks that's okay, because she's not only starting to understand this 
science vs. art stuff from Aristotle, but also has realized that it's okay 
to talk about her own experience in this thing called a reading response. 



Carla, One Year Later 

As we looked at her papers and discussed her course in communica- 
tion theory, Carla talked on and on about how she couldn't believe that 
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there could be so many different theories for one thing — ^before this 
class, as far as she was concerned people just talked to one another. For 
her final paper, she wrote about how rhetorical theories of communi- 
cation can explain not only how her favorite author, Leo Buscaglia, 
writes, but also how doctor-patient communication often fails when 
doctors overestimate the power of their ethos and address only the 
logos of their patients' problems. We used one session just to talk about 
how she was planning her degree, and she explained that she had 
decided that she wanted to continue nursing, but figured she could add 
variety for herself by doing technical communication projects for the 
home nursing company she works for. So we looked through the cat- 
alogue to find courses that would help her reach that goal and fit into 
her degree schedule as well, and she decided that the document design 
class offered next winter would be useful. We made plans to learn the 
computer software for that class ahead of time, trying to be sure that 
she would be positioned for success. 

At the end of the term, she was taking private voice lessons from 
my significant other, and often gave me messages to pass on to him. I 
began to think that maybe she had recognized what position we were 
in, and that maybe it would soon be time to begin talking about it more 
explicitly. 
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Mary and one of her friends sat uncomfortably and silently at the writ- 
ing center table. On the table between us was Mary's paper, a graphic 
account of sexual abuse, written in response to a personal experience 
essay assignment. I had sent her a note asking her to stop by, but I 
wasn't sure what I was going to say to her. She wasn't quite sure why 
she was at the writing center. 

Jim's response to this^ assignment (and to subsequent ones) was to 
write a lengthy, violent "Dungeons and Dragons" type story. What sort 
of response was this to a class writing assignment? What possible 
response could we make to this paper? 

Linda sat stiffly in the chair across from me while tears of anger, frus- 
tration, and embarrassment ran down her face, the obviously plagia- 
rized paper, free of the deviations from convention that characterized 
all her other papers, between us. I attempted again to explain to her 
that she could not turn this paper in; she again tearfully insisted that 
"at my other school, this was how I always wrote my papers." 

As we thought about student writing at our school, we felt that our 
students, for the most part, produce safe, predictable papers that offer 
pat answers to truly complex questions such as "What is something that 
has changed your life?" or to philosophical struggles with assigned 
texts. The papers are reasonably "well written" in grammatical terms, 
but often the writers do not seem truly engaged. At times, however, 
papers such as these grabbed everyone's attention, disrupting our world 
of safe, predictable papers. We began to see these disruptions as 
instances where students were truly engaged. They had crossed dis- 
cursive boundaries; they came up against perceived limitations of tra- 
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ditional definitions of school writing or invoked social and cultural con- 
texts that likewise violated the boundaries of academic discourse. 

We have returned to these stories again and again because we were 
not happy with our roles and our responses. What could we have done 
differently and why did our responses feel so ''not right?" There are 
other stories that are equally troubling, instances when we were happy 
with our responses; we had had interesting and thoughtful conversa- 
tions with students. However, to our dismay, the papers written sub- 
sequent to those conversations were "safe and predictable" and showed 
little or no evidence that the conversation had ever occurred. 

Diane, for example, struggled with issues of racism in her own life 
as we talked about how she might respond to Martin Luther King's 
"Letter from Birmingham Jail." During our writing conference, she 
raised many difficult and disturbing questions as she tried to explore 
racism in her own community and in her own experience. Her final 
draft, however, did not include that exploration. I did not question her 
about why she had chosen to evade the tough, complex questions we 
had discussed earlier. 

The stories we have recounted are not the only disruptions that 
occurred, but they are ones in which our responses made us uncom- 
fortable; we searched for a means of rethinking our roles as writing cen- 
ter instructors and the circumstances of student writing at our 
institution. This search led, finally, to the work of Russian rhetorician 
Mikhail Bakhtin and to an article by C. H. Knoblauch, "Rhetorical Con- 
structions: Dialogue and Commitment" (1988), in which Knoblauch 
draws on Bakhtin's work and brings it closer to our immediate con- 
cerns. We believed that we could use Bakhtin's and Knoblauch's theo- 
ries about the social nature of language as lenses with which to 
reexamine and to reimagine these stories. Could we read these stories 
as truly telling utterances of Bakhtin's "clown, fool and rogue" as stu- 
dents tried to engage in what we understand Bakhtin to mean as 
"authentic discourse"? 

Both Bakhtin and Knoblauch see language as social and always con- 
textual and conditional. Bakhtin identifies the site of language as "hetero- 
glossia," all the conditions which ensure that "at any given time, at any 
given place, there will be a set of conditions — social, historical, metero- 
logical, physiological that will ensure that a word uttered in that place 
and at that time will have a meaning different than it would have imder 
any other conditions" (Holquist, in Bakhtin 1981, 428). Heteroglossia 
ensures the primacy of context over text. It is exciting to think in terms 
of the uniqueness of writing and conversations in this place and at this 
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time, and Bakhtin allows us to see the unique nature of our institution, 
the place of writing, and the writing center as important pieces of why 
these disruptions occurred, and why we responded as we did. 

Our writing center is located in a small college of pharmacy. The life 
of the college is influenced by the fact that everyone is pursuing the same 
degree (although not necessarily the same career) and that there is 
nearly a 100 percent placement rate after graduation at very high entry- 
level salaries. When we first arrived here, students were described to us 
as placid; they were polite, we were told, and wouldn't give us any trou- 
ble, but we should not expect particularly strong writing from them. 

Although the curricular focus in this school is on the sciences, stu- 
dents are required to take thirty hours of humanities. Curricular restruc- 
turing in 1986 created interdisciplinary, primarily freshman-level 
humanities courses and eliminated the traditional freshman composi- 
tion course. The writing center was established, on the advice of an out- 
side consultant, to serve the need for "good" writing. Theoretically, the 
writing center is to serve the entire college, but we believe we are gen- 
erally seen as part of the liberal arts department, and we see mostly 
students from the first-year "Humanities Preceptorial" classes. 

As our positions were originally constructed, the tasks of the writ- 
ing center were to work with individuals or small groups of students 
on writing assignments, conduct writing workshops in the humanities 
classes, and most uniquely to act as "readers" of freshman papers 
before the individual faculty read and responded to them. Students 
turned in papers to their professors who, in turn, brought the essays to 
the writing center before reading and responding to them. The essays 
(which students only wrote one draft of) were then "corrected," in the 
most traditional sense of the word, by the writing center instructors. 
We were to respond only to sentence-level error; "content" was exclu- 
sively the province of the professor. 

Our primary functions, ten, seemed to be constructed as helping stu- 
dents with their papers and serving as "paper correctors," comma fixers, 
and error finders for faculty. In our office, there were file drawers filled 
with worksheets on grammar, diagnostic skills tests, and computer- 
assisted grammar programs. We also found that faculty were particularly 
concerned about error in the writing of students for whom English is a 
second language, although no formal classes or support systems exist to 
meet their needs. 

The institution does not offer support for students for whom English 
is a second language, yet most of the faculty here require immediate 
adherence to conventions of written and spoken English. This school 
believes itself to be a "quiet" place free of racial and gender tensions that 
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have caused disruption and conflict on so many college campuses. At 
this school, there is no Educational Opportunity Program, no Affirma- 
tive Action office, no office of Minority Student Affairs, no women's 
groups or gay and lesbian organizations. The school is officially "silent" 
about all of these troubling matters. 

This institution, of course, is not free from these kinds of tensions; 
racial and gender differences exist here as they do everywhere, as evi- 
denced by students like Mary and other women who have told simi- 
lar stories of date rape and stalking, by students who have told stories 
about racial conflict, and by students who have come to the writing cen- 
ter and cried over problems they defined as racial. 

Although both of us were troubled by the definition of the writing 
center's position and the school's description of students and repre- 
sentation of itself, and although we both came from backgrounds in 
which discourse is conceived of very differently than it is here, we 
accepted the positions as they were structured because our part-time 
status met our own economic and personal needs. We were both in the 
process of working on our dissertations and one of us had two small 
children. We both believed that we would be in this position for a short 
time; we saw our place here as "temporary." Once here, however, we 
found that we could not live comfortably within the parameters defined 
for us. We were far more concerned with what students were thinking 
and writing than with grammatical error. 

To be fair, things have changed since we began working in the writ- 
ing center. In some classes, students are asked to write more than one 
draft of papers and our response to student papers for their instructors 
now takes a much more holistic form, although we sometimes find our- 
selves responding to error more than we feel comfortable with. We have 
cleaned out the filing cabinet. 

As we read Bakhtin's work, we began to think about language in his 
terms and to realize some reasons for our discomfort with our original 
tasks. For Bakhtin, the basic unit of language is not the sentence or the 
word, any grammatical or semantic unit, but the utterance, defined as 
speech whose natural boundary is the speech of the other, which con- 
stitutes a dialogue. Utterances can be of any length, from a single word 
to a multivolume work. Each utterance is filled with "echoes and rever- 
berations" of other utterances to which it is related and invites a 
response from the addressee (a particular individual or even a whole 
culture). "The utterance is filled with dialogic overtones. After all, our 
thought itself — philosophical, scientific, artistic — is bom and shaped in 
the process of interaction and struggle with other thoughts" (Bakhtin 
1986b, 92). 
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We were asked initially to address sentence-level error in student 
writing; we were to concern ourselves with a grammatical unit which, 
because it lacks expressiveness, is different from an utterance. We 
wanted to be and were responders to student ''utterances," the mean- 
ing of their texts, because to do otherwise was a philosophical anath- 
ema and because writing centers, by their nature, are places where 
dialogue occurs. 

For Bakhtin, dialogue is the natural state; monologue is virtually 
impossible because there is always some response. Even silence or fail- 
ure to respond is a response. In one of the few places where Bakhtin 
mentions education directly, he says that education tends to be a mono- 
logic rather than a dialogic activity. That has appeared to be true at our 
school. Students are asked to produce written material in response to 
other writers or even in response to their own lives, but that material 
is turned in for evaluation rather than eliciting responses that even hint 
at the heteroglossia governing the teacher's response or the student's 
writing. According to Bakhtin, dialogism is the "characteristic episte- 
mological mode of a world dominated by heteroglossia. Everything 
means, is understood as part of a greater whole — there is a constant 
interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of con- 
ditioning others" (Holquist, in Bakhtin 1981, 428). This "constant inter- 
action between meanings" is important and enriching. 

We have found it useful and helpful in rereading these "disruptive" 
instances in the writing center to understand that there are, according 
to Bakhtin, centripetal, centralizing forces in any language or culture 
which exercise a "homogenizing and hierarchizing" influence. Opposed 
to these are centrifugal forces creating alternative "degraded" genres. 
In Discourse in the Novel, Bakhtin identifies these centrifugal forces as 
the "clown, the rogue and the fool." According to Bakhtin, because there 
is no possible "straightforward truth," the centrifugal, dispersing forces 
of the clown, rogue and fool are opposed to "offical" language that pre- 
tends to be monologic (Discourse 401-2). We are appropriating these 
terms, not as novelistic devices, but as disruptive forces in the life of 
the writing center and this institution. 

In the stories with which we began, there appear characters who 
appear to be "clowns, fools or rogues," writers who disregarded the 
rules of academic discourse at this school. Mary shared an intensely pri- 
vate part of her life and her explicit discussion of a sexual experience 
unsettled us all. Jim, the "science fiction writer," disregarded (or so we 
thought at the time) the instructor's assignment and turned in an "off- 
the-wall" response that we could not make heads or tails of. Linda dis- 
turbed us because plagiarism is always a disruption in the academy, a 
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flagrant disregard of the protocol of academic society. With her dis- 
cussion of racial issues, Diane was moving beyond the needs of the 
assignment into territory that may have felt scary to anyone, particu- 
larly at an institution with no public forums for discussing difficult 
issues. She chose ultimately to align herself with centripetal forces. 

In our responses to these "disruptions,'' because the roles the stu- 
dents chose were so far outside their usual academic subjectivities, we 
could not decide who we were. Were we part of the centripetal, hier- 
archizing forces, or were we clowns, fools, or rogues? In our choices, 
we tried to straddle the fence and attempted to support both centripetal 
and centrifugal forces. When centrifugal forces produced a most dis- 
quieting effect, as in Mary's case, we sought guidance from our direc- 
tor and other professors. All of us were honestly concerned; all of us 
felt helpless; all of us wished, at some level, that these writers had not 
disturbed us. On the other hand, we felt equally imeasy about writers 
who finally chose not to invoke what they knew from their own lives 
and experiences. 

Even without the work of Bakhtin and Knoblauch, we have been 
steadily moving to a dialogic approach to writing and learning. We 
were first drawn to social constructionism, but that view seemed 
incomplete. While that approach is concerned with the social nature of 
language, Bakhtin and Knoblauch move beyond that to ethical ques- 
tions as well. We began to see the importance of our "response" both 
in terms of responding to students and student texts and in terms of 
our responsibility to students and their work. And it is in that issue of 
responsibility that we face our most difficult questions. 

Because we were not happy with our responses and felt we had been 
neither "responsible" nor "answerable," both in our literal responses 
to students and in terms of responsible, ethical actions, Bakhtin's use 
and definition of the term "answerability" are important to us. In his 
short essay 'Art and Answerability," Bakhtin discusses the separation 
of art and life when the artist and the human being are imited "mechan- 
ically" in one person and are not "imbued with internal unity of mean- 
ing" (1990, 1). What guarantees that unity of the constituent elements 
of a person is "Only the unity of answerability. I have to answer with 
my own life for what I have experienced and understood in art, so that 
everything I have experienced and understood would not remain inef- 
fectual in my life" (1). However, the concept of answerability also 
entails mutual liability to blame and an emphasis on individual 
accoimtability (Ewald 1993, 340). 

As we thought about these troubling, "disruptive" stories and tried 
to imagine a more "Bakhtinian" kind of response that might truly invite 
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a dialogue, acknowledging and identifying the contextual framework 
in which we all exist, we believed we could use Knoblauch's ideas about 
the dialogical nature of language to help us reimagine these stories. In 
his article, in which Knoblauch defines language as a material and his- 
torical act (1988, 134) and argues for a dialogic conception of discourse, 
he writes that "The ultimate motive for any transformation is, accord- 
ing to Freire, the need to be more fully human, the need to participate 
more completely and more freely in the world" (125). 



Mary and Laura 

One of the most compelling narratives, one we keep returning to, 
invokes a context that in this institution is usually silenced and speaks 
to the "double message" the institution sends by inviting the personal 
while at the same time wishing to keep its hands clean of messy per- 
sonal matters. I had come across Mary's paper in a stack of "personal 
experience" essays that had been sent to us to "correct." We were 
shocked by Mary's graphic description of sexual abuse. We wanted to 
make a personal response that would include a practical, concrete 
answer to her call for help, offer her a referral to counseling, the phone 
number of the local rape crisis center. Would these actions be under 
our jurisdiction, within our authority, we wondered. (This is something 
we always worry about, as our institutional roles are simultaneously 
varied and unclear.) 

Before we took any of these actions, we felt we needed to check with 
our director; he referred us to her professor. Both the professor and our 
director exclaimed, "But this girl seems so happy!" Was it possible she 
was "making this up," they wondered. 

Because her paper was so explicit and so unexpected, doubts were 
raised about her emotional stability. We were all uncomfortable, not 
because we weren't all aware of occurrences of rape in our society but 
because Mary had invoked that social context in an intensely personal 
way, right in our midst. 

We still believe we did the "right," the "answerable" thing in ask- 
ing Mary to stop by and talk with us, to offer her practical help, to show 
her that we responded to her utterance with genuine concern and feel- 
ing. What we now feel was "not right" was our compliance in a sys- 
tem that does not want to hear about violence between men and women 
by first checking with our director and her teacher before we responded 
to her in any way, and our participation in the definition of her as some- 
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one who had mistakenly, foolishly written about what should have 
remained a private issue, someone who might be "crazy," who needed 
to have her "file checked." As we look back at this incident now, we 
believe we should have responded directly to Mary's needs rather than 
seeking "permission" from the institutional authority structures. 



A Bakhtinian Reimagining of Mary's Story 

We can reread Mary's story through a "Bakhtinian" lens; for example, 
instead of seeing Mary as someone with a problem who had to be 
helped in private, we could see her as a Bakhtinian "rogue" or "clown," 
a border crosser who had explicitly invoked a taboo subject and fore- 
grounded an important social issue. In fact, when Mary first came to 
the writing center in response to our note, she said that it had been 
empowering to her to write this paper, had made her feel good; writ- 
ing this paper, she said, had allowed her to begin to talk to her room- 
mate about her problem and had enabled her to begin to deal with the 
abusive situation she found herself in. 

Instead of foregrounding the empowering nature of Mary's text, 
encouraging the "roguish" nature of what she had done, we concen- 
trated on Mary as a person with a problem, someone who had to be 
helped. Had we defined Mary as a Bakhtinian "clown" or "rogue," we 
could have, for example, applauded her courage in facing and coming 
to grips with a painful part of her life, for daring to speak about these 
issues in a public forum, for articulating issues that all women poten- 
tially face; her paper might have (without calling attention to Mary) 
called attention to the social issues of redrawing male/female rela- 
tionships and the real and prevalent problems of sexual abuse and 
harassment. We would like to think that we might even have explored 
with her why the institution has defined her story as "unacceptable" 
and what that might mean in her life. 

And yet, Mary's story called up all the possible voices, the het- 
eroglossia of her utterance; everyone involved had something to say. 
Bakhtin tells us that the word truly lives only in dialogue, that it "wants 
to be heard, understood and 'answered' by other voices from other posi- 
tions" (as quoted in Stewart 1986, 47). Perhaps much of our discomfort 
arises from the fact that although many voices were sounding, they 
were not speaking to each other; no new meaning was created. Each 
new speaker (except, perhaps, for Mary) remained within his or her 
own world. 
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Linda and Laura 

Linda held back tears. 

"What are books for if not to use information from?" she exclaimed, 
defending once again the clearly plagiarized art history paper. "This has 
always been the way I have worked.'' 

I did not want Linda to turn this paper in. She was a third-year trans- 
fer student, already struggling academically. The essay was so clearly 
not her work. The papers she wrote for this class had all been returned 
to her covered with many circles and marks; she wanted badly to do 
better. The teacher had "suggested" to Linda that she "spend time" in 
the writing center each week to "improve her English." 

I suggested to Linda that we take the paper to the instructor for her 
response. Linda refused to speak to the instructor but agreed to let me 
talk to the teacher about the essay myself. Linda cried even harder when 
I talked to her about the paper again and accused me of calling her a 
cheat and a liar. When her tears subsided, I tried to work with her on 
brainstorming ideas for a draft, but she ended up with very few words 
on paper. The essay she turned in to the instructor was not much dif- 
ferent from the initial, plagiarized paper. 



A Bakhtinian Reimagining of Linda's Story 

In this case of plagiarism and in other similar cases, we and others 
responded to the grammatical, the string of sentences, rather than the 
speaker and the utterance. Bakhtin states that ". . . as an utterance (or 
part of an utterance) no one sentence even if it is only one word, can 
ever be repeated; it is always a new utterance (even if it is a quotation)" 
(Speech 108). This is not a defense of plagiarism, an academic offense 
that can cost an individual her academic career. However, Bakhtin's 
privileging of the utterance might help us concentrate on the student 
rather than on the transgression. How might we help the student pro- 
duce new speech to respond to a text rather than misappropriating it? 
Could I have talked more with Linda about her utterance? What was 
her text saying? Perhaps students who plagiarize are trying to commit 
fraud, to fool the authorities, but more often it seems to be fear of not 
doing well or assuming that the assigned task is impossible. There is 
often a lack of confidence that one's own utterance is a "link in the chain 
of communion" (Bakhtin 1986b, 76). 
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Jim and Carolyn 

We also responded to the sentence rather than the utterance in the 
"dungeons and dragons" piece. In many ways, Jim was the most "rogu- 
ish" student. He appeared to show absolute disregard for the assign- 
ment and for the conventions of academic discourse. Many of his 
sentences were not sentences at all, but fragments of one or two words. 
The sentences were confusing; meaning eluded us. Because Jim is shy, 
reticent and not easily engaged in dialogue, the context of this utter- 
ance was never clear. 

There is always a context, however. Jim did finally explain that he 
had been afraid to try to write anything else. One of Jim's professors 
was able to talk with him and discovered that chronic illness which 
necessitated frequent hospitalizations for much of his life had forced 
Jim into isolation and long periods of inactivity where he had "a lot of 
time to think about things." The violence in his writing was often a 
result of his anger against institutions. Later, he returned to the writ- 
ing center to work on a paper, and was able to talk with me about some 
of his personal experiences. These dialogues seemed to free Jim to some 
extent; in his more recent work, a connection, sometimes tenuous, to 
the class assignments has begim to emerge. 



A Bakhtinian Reimaginihg of Jim's Story 

According to Bakhtin, context always has primacy over text. Until 
someone was able to engage Jim in dialogue and support him in shar- 
ing that context, none of us could imderstand. Jim's "utterances" were 
far different from his confusing sentences on paper. When those utter- 
ances and their context became more understandable to us through dia- 
logue, Jim was able to begin to risk and try to write more closely in 
response to assignments. 

And yet, Jim's roguishness had something to teach us: something 
about him, but also something about pressures, about fears, about insti- 
tutions. I'm not sure that we ever really had that dialogue. 



Diane and Laura 

Diane, who came to us with the assignment that asked her to respond 
to King's "Letter from a Birrningham Jail," had not done weU in her 



80 



Laura Rogers and Carolyn A. Statler 



humanities class the previous semester and was understandably anxious 
to do well in this course. She had been a reluctant and angry visitor to 
the writing center several times in the first semester after having been 
"sent" to us by her instructor. 

Diane sat down and said that she did not understand racial issues 
at all; she had, she said, been raised in a small town where everyone 
"just got along." What would make people hate each other over the 
color of their skin, she wondered? In her town, "everyone just accepted 
everyone else." She had, in fact, grown up next door to an interracial 
family, a group of people she and the other members of her family "just 
accepted." 

And yet she acknowledged that, while her family might tolerate her 
dating someone of a different race, her father would violently and 
unquestionably oppose an interracial marriage. She began to question 
the attitudes of herself and her family, wondering about their accep- 
tance of the unconventional "family next door." As we mentioned ear- 
lier, though, none of the challenging issues and questions we talked 
about appeared in her final draft. 



A Bakhtinian Reimagining of Diane's Story 

There was so much tension between what Diane initially said and 
thought and the artifact she finally produced. I could have problema- 
tized for her the differences between the many voices she was invok- 
ing. I wanted to raise difficult issues for Diane, but she told me by her 
silence what she felt uncomfortable about. I wanted to be nice; I wanted 
to be polite; I wanted to help Diane do well in this course, and I wanted 
her to return to the writing center. However, by my lack of any real 
response, I did not allow any real dialogue to take place. Bakhtin tells 
us that "[Ujnderstanding comes to fruition only in the response. Under- 
standing and response are dialectically merged and mutually condition 
each other; one is impossible without the other" (in Volosinov 1986, 280). 

Perhaps the result of my asking Diane these questions might have 
been a student who could begin to truly reflect on how racism oper- 
ates in her world, who might begin to see how varying institutional 
agendas work to allow certain things to be thought about and said. We 
could have supported the "roguish" voices she allowed into our con- 
versation, had we begun to investigate with her the consequences of 
allowing those disruptive voices into the academic community. Instead, 
I implicated myself in institutional silence. 

Issues of personal responsibility as well as issues of gender, race, eth- 
nic background, and culture affect all our interactions and our lives 
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together. These issues are all brought into the college: dorm rooms, 
classrooms, our small office. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote "Letter from 
a Birmingham Jail" in the early 1960s. Our students were not alive when 
it was written, and King is no longer alive today. Bakhtin suggests that 
works that live beyond their own time are works that break through 
boundaries and live in what he refers to as "great time," gaining in sig- 
nificance (Speech 4). If King's letter has survived, gaining in signifi- 
cance, it should elicit a response. However, we often treat assigned texts 
as monologic; the writer has spoken, the words are fixed. We need to 
make room for and encourage the irreverent responses of the clown, 
fool and rogue if we want students to engage in "authentic discourse." 

Knoblauch describes a literature classroom informed by dialogical 
rhetoric as one that, in terms of literature, "does not stop with 'personal 
connections' to literary texts but proceeds to a full awareness of the 
interpretive communities that shape those connections from the very 

beginning It hopes to make students persuasive by making them 

knowledgeable, to free them by revealing the means of living dialecti- 
cally within academic institutions and the other worlds that those insti- 
tutions serve" (188, 136). We like to imagine that the Bakhtinian notion 
of the dialogic nature of language might help us work toward a writ- 
ing center similarly informed by these ideas. Bakhtin tells us that it is 
the very nature of the word to cross boundaries. He writes, "The word, 
directed toward an object, enters a dialogically agitated and tension- 
filled environment of alien words, value judgments and accents, weaves 
in and out of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils 
from others, intersects with a third group; and all this may crucially 
shape discourse, may leave a trace in all its semantic layers, may com- 
plicate its expression and influence its entire stylistic profile" (Dis- 
course 276). 

Our issue is not to "tell" students what to write, what they should 
or should not include in their papers. Our concern is rather that there 
are voices not being heard; there are contexts not being invoked; there 
are dialogues that are not happening. Can students truly make an 
informed, responsible choice about what to foreground or exclude from 
their papers if they are unaware of all the possible choices? Can we 
function as adequate responders to student texts if, for any reason, part 
of our response is silenced? 

What Did We Learn? Jane and Laura 

Jane, a first-semester student, had been a regular visitor to the writing 
center over the year. She told me that she felt that her visits to the 
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writing center had been helpful; her writing and her grades were 
improving. Over the course of the semester, a relationship had begun to 
evolve between Jane and me, and she shared some information about 
her life and background. Jane, originally from a very small town upstate, 
found the larger and decidedly more urban environment of the college 
"disturbing" in some ways and perceived some of the people she passed 
on her short walk from the dormitory to the school building as "scary." 
Some of our conversations had centered around her adjustment to her 
new surroundings. 

Jane came to the writing center one day with a draft of a paper for 
the first-year social science class in which she argued for capital pun- 
ishment. The rising crime rate, she said, was due to light sentences for 
criminals and the "soft" living conditions in prisons that her father, a 
corrections officer in one of the state facilities, described to her. Accord- 
ing to Jane, murderers should all be executed; she believed all execu- 
tions should be a "surprise." Officers should just march into a 
condemned inmate's cell, Jane thought, tie his hands behind his back 
and inform him that this was to be his last morning on earth. 

For the last ten years. I've taught in a college program at a correc- 
tional facility and feel committed to inmate rights and education. How- 
ever, I did not volunteer this information to Jane. I did tell her, 
though — ^just to play "devil's advocate" — about statistical evidence and 
lack of correlation between capital punishment and crime and sug- 
gested she might need some "evidence," be it firsthand information or 
some other source, to explain to her reader the basis for her opinions. 
She vehemently resisted my suggestion. 

"But it's just my opinion," she angrily exclaimed. "I'll just take that 
part out," she said and quickly crossed out that section of her paper. 

When she left, I felt guilty and confused. Why hadn't I, a "believer" 
in Bakhtinian dialogics, had a dialogue with her? The conference was 
obviously tension-filled; I sensed many other voices and contexts 
behind Jane's utterance and knew I had not invoked the many voices 
sounding inside of me. 

When Jane returned with a revised draft (minus the "surprise exe- 
cution" section), I told her I had felt badly about our last conference 
and did not mean to deter her from any position she wanted to take; I 
saw my job as to help her articulate her position as fully as possible 
(something I had not, of course, done). 

"You know," Jane said slowly, "my family is very racist . . . but I'm 
not. Because of where my father works, he sees a lot of things. . . ." 

• I still did not tell her that I teach in a prison. 

Why? To be polite: because I was afraid she would be embarrassed by 
the position she had taken. I wanted her to return to the writing center. 
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I did not give Jane nearly enough credit. 

I felt so uneasy. 

Helen Ewald, in her article "Bakhtin and Composition Studies," 
writes that "I believe we have reached a point in composition studies 
when we can begin 'writing a story' of our specific and situational 
responses to ethical issues that arise when we engage in writing or the 
teaching of writing" (345). With the work of Bakhtin and Knoblauch, 
we have been able to frame a theoretical stance that allows us to 
"reread" or "reimagine" these stories. In these cases, not only did we 
fail to offer students any real support or assistance, we failed to invoke 
for them the full contexts of their utterances. By these failures, we per- 
petuated silence about the difficult issues raised in these stories. 

Michael Holquist, in the introduction to The Dialogic Imagination, 
writes that there is "struggle and opposition at the heart of existence — 
keeping things together, coherent, keeping things apart" (1981, xviii). 
And, as we have already said, we suspect that this will be the condi- 
tion of life in our writing center. Differences, necessary disruptions, and 
unexpected crises will keep occurring because language is living, not 
dead; it is an act, not a thing, an idea that lives at the heart of what 
Bakhtin and Knoblauch understand language to be. We hope that in the 
future we can be alive to these differences and disruptions. 
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If you have ghosts, then you have everything 

You can say anything you want 

You can do anything you want 

If you have ghosts, then you have everything 



— Roky Erickson 



In all of us, deep down, there seems to be something granite and 
unteachable. No one truly believes, despite the hysteria in the 
streets, that the world of tranquil certainries we were bom into is 
about to be extinguished. 



— J. M. Coetzee 



Our stories — our own and those of the students with whom we have 
worked in writing centers — are from various quiet margins. We're not 
even sure that writing centers themselves are central to anything other 
than the living stories that fill, not only the students' writings, but also 
the air in the rooms. 

"Gloria"^ is one such story. In some ways, Gloria's is a ghost story. She 
came into the State University of New York at Albany writing center to 
work with Mark one winter in the early 1980s. He remembers the first 
day she arrived. It was my turn to tutor. We went into an ojfice to work on a 
paper she was writing. Like so much assigned academic writing, it seemed, at 
the time, inconsequential and is gone now from my memory. But Gloria is not. 

We sat down. I asked her a few questions to try to get to know her, to learn 
about the writer she was, as well as to begin to ascertain how I could help her — 
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standard practice. She told me she was from El Salvador and that she was in 
this country with her mother. She didn't say much else. So, we worked on devel- 
oping and organizing her paper. 

Gloria came back several times in the following weeks. We continued to work 
on the organization and development of her paper in these sessions, but she 
also always wanted me to help her with her English. Sometimes I would read 
parts of her paper out loud to her and she would make edits as I read, and we 
would talk about the reasons for these or she would read her own paper out 
loud to me and pause to make the edits herself. One afternoon, though, she 
stopped reading. She lowered her paper. She told a story. She and her mother 
had escaped El Salvador. Her brother was still there, and she feared for his life. 
She said that someone in her family had crossed the wrong man, and now her 
brother was in danger. She didn^t know how he would get out. Then she told 
me about that national park, . about the beautiful mountain — the view — the 
body dump. She asked me if I had heard about Puerta del Diablo. I hadn't. She 
shuddered, once, as she talked. I wondered if she was seeing it again. 

Her brother, her mother, and she — all still in danger. She was afraid that 
her family — in America or not — was not out of harm's way. I wanted to ask 
Gloria questions, for more details, more insight, but something in her manner 
told me that that was not what she wanted. I also wanted her to feel safe enough 
to continue talking. I wanted her to know that I wanted to understand. But I 
feared that ifl said the wrong word, she would stop her serious whispering — 
her careful explanation of the body dump and her brother. And quite honestly, 
I also feared what she might say next. 

Gloria came into the writing center a couple more times, but she never talked 
about these things again — she only answered my questions about her brother 
to say, "We have not heard from him lately." Or about her mother, "She is well." 

Then she stopped coming. . 

Where did Gloria go? We do not know. She came to the writing cen- 
ter to get her paper in order, to get her English checked, and to learn 
to write better. But we can at least speculate, now that it is fifteen years 
later and we have the benefit of Muriel Harris' research with ESL stu- 
dents, that Gloria may also have come to the writing center to discuss 
her problems with someone, to share and even to teach someone about 
her culture. 

But why did she stop coming? Because that's what students do? 
Given the gravity of the things that Gloria told Mark, that feels like 
no answer at all. Perhaps Mark failed to say what Gloria was seeking 
to hear. Perhaps she could not say, precisely, what she needed from 
him. Perhaps, too, the writing center began to look as inconsequential 
as the paper she was writing for her class. Like so many of the stu- 
dents who are referred or find their way to the writing center, Gloria 
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carried with her something more profound than a writing assignment, 
more profound than the problems with academic literacy that may 
have been one or more instructor's diagnosis of her writing. Gloria car- 
ried the stories which must be told and heard but which are easily lost 
against the "academic wallpaper of words" (Okawa 1997, 94), the 
empty formalities of what too often passes for serious academic work. 
The irony of Gloria's disappearance from the "center" is a deeply dis- 
couraging and potentially frightening one. 

In "Negotiating Authority through One-to-One Collaboration in the 
Multicultural Writing Center" (1997), Susan Blalock reports on tutoring 
"Dan," a Vietnam vet who goes to her writing center in order to fit his 
military experience into a modal writing assignment. With Blalock's 
help, Dan is able to compare and contrast a memory of the Vietnam War 
with a visit to the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington. He even 
receives honorable mention for his work in a collegewide essay contest. 
But as we read Blalock's article, we cannot help but think that the assign- 
ment does not begin to do justice to the significance of this man's expe- 
riences. It does not call on the student to participate in and speak to a 
world in which war happens; instead, it is something the student writer 
needs help overcoming, getting done, past, completing. Of course, no 
writing assignment is as momentous as this student's experiences. But 
the prepackaged compare-and-contrast assignment, with its emphasis 
on formulaic thinking and writing, places experience and meaning sec- 
ond to the assignment itself. The result is that a tutor's efforts are often 
aimed at helping students to find some way to make a lived experience 
relevant for an assignment, rather than at working with students who 
are exploring and writing about life in critical ways. The result is that 
instead of being the place where students go to do serious, creative work, 
the kind of place that Katherine H. Adams and John L. Adams outline, 
the writing center takes up the default role of being the place where stu- 
dents go for some sort of compensatory experience, the place that cleans 
up after inadequate composition instruction. 

In recent years, writing center and composition professionals such 
as Elizabeth Boquet, Lisa Ede, Nancy Grimm, Richard Leahy, Andrea 
Lunsford, Stephen M. North, Terrance Riley, and Nancy Welch have 
turned their attention toward a revisioning of writing centers, specif- 
ically arguing the value of moving our centers from places that reify 
institutional norms and cultural values to places that inquire into 
them. Writing centers can and should, we hear, do more than pretend 
to the central position (Leahy) or regulate educational experience 
(Grimm). They can be places where teachers and tutors examine writ- 
ing instruction, the role of the center, the role of the tutor as teacher, 
the teacher as tutor, even how writing centers can be places for writ- 
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ers to discuss their writing seriously, rather than in "quickie fix-it 
chats" (North 1994, 16). 

Who is important? Michael e-mailed Mark one night: Quickly, I want 
to say, with you, "Everyone." But my experience — my real, everyday life at 
John Jay, in the heart of urban steam and sparks, tells me another story. Not 
everyone is important. Not everyone is safe. That's the lesson my students come 
to the college having heard again and again. Some have learned this lesson too 
well. Am I able to teach anyone — let alone everyone — that "everyone" is 
important? What about all the evidence to the contrary? 

There are things in our everyday lives, from which no one should 
ever consider themselves safe. "Anthony," a former student of Michael's, 
revised an essay under the guidance of his writing center tutor. The 
essay was a response to the direction: "Discuss an event in your life 
which you believe changed you dramatically." After the tutor had read 
Anthony's essay, he brought it to Michael, unsure of how he ought to 
respond. In a nutshell, Anthony's essay began with a description of his 
panic at discovering that he'd accidentally deleted an entire floppy 
disk's worth of writing — a semester's work for which he had no backup. 
This is a familiar tale of woe, and he was doing a good job of convey- 
ing that awful feeling in very dramatic terms. What Michael did not 
expect was the gut-wrenching analogy that followed in the essay. 
Anthony wrote about the murder of his little brother, who had been shot 
to death. Evidently, his brother had been hit by stray gunfire as he came 
home from school. Anthony compared the incomprehensible loss of his 
eight-year-old brother to the absolutely irreversible loss of hard work 
and creativity on his diskette. He said, of course, that it was much more 
terrible to lose a brother, but he also made the tragic point that such 
murders are, in effect, the same thing as pushing a "delete" button on 
the computer: one finger's pressure means irrevocable loss. 

Anthony later told his tutor, "I probably shouldn't have written 
about that stuff." Evidently he did riot believe, even after writing his 
essay, that the most dramatic event in his life was the right stuff of aca- 
demic literacy. When I finished reading the essay, Michael remembers, I 
couldn't say anything. The tutor nodded and said, "Yup, that's how I felt." In 
a way, we had no idea what would be the appropriate response to this story as 
a piece of required writing. What's appropriate? So many of my students tell 
shattering stories without a sign of a tear in their eyes. It's not that they don't 
grieve or feel. I guess, in some cases, they're just numb. Is it okay to say noth- 
ing? Is it enough to give students a safe place — a writing center, for instance — 
in which to tell stories? I ended up writing a note to Anthony, telling him 
that I'd seen his essay, that I was very moved, and that I needed a little guid- 
ance from him as to how I might best — or most usefully — respond. 



O 



103 



88 



Michael Blitz and C. Mark Hurlbert 



Gloria came to the writing center to fix her paper, but also for some- 
thing more. She told about how things were, about what worried her, 
and maybe about a hope of relief. Anthony had been referred to the 
writing center because his paragraph structure needed fixing, but he 
was thinking about loss — his loss — all our loss. We surely don't sug- 
gest that one ought to overlook writing problems or withhold instruc- 
tion; we do want to argue, however, the need for making our centers 
places for honoring our students' attempts at making their worlds more 
understandable, for creating ways of responding to these worlds, of 
being seen and heard when they are daily told in myriad, subtle, and 
not-so-subtle ways that they won't be. 

In an e-mail to Mark, Michael wrote, I really don't know why Gloria 
trusted you not only with her story, her fears, but also, later — right up to the 
minute — with the ghost of her presence in your daily thinking. I say this with- 
out a shred of authority, but I get the feeling that Gloria had a sense of how 
powerfully her words would affect you. 

Of course I know why someone should trust you — but I concur with you 
that there is a mystery at work, here. It's not so much that we are somehow 
"arrogant" in our position in relation to those we may tutor; it's that we are 
acutely aware of the arrogance we represent. Students do indeed come to the 
center to get their writing "fixed." (Don got the "The Fix" mentality of our 
age right in The Poetics of the Common Knowledge.) They come for a 
weekly 'fix" — a jolt of correctives to their works. A new set of works filled 
with the truth serum of literacy and academic propriety. We certainly do not 
typically fill the works with' the moon and the wind. 

At John Jay, we have a wonderful writing center, staffed by excellent and 
sensitive tutors, supervised by a knowledgeable and caring director. Still, so 
many of our students consider a referral to the writing center as a sort of demo- 
tion. Not only do they have to do the work of an expository writing class, they 
must also now "report" to the center for extra help in a discipline they find 
uncomfortable to begin with. And so the initial hurdle for the tutor is to work 
through this "bad mood." Sometimes it's easy. Sometimes a student is so 
pleased to be able to pay close attention to her writing with a tutor equally 
devoted to the work, they hit their stride in the course of a few weeks. Others 
find the experience merely an extension of the difficulties of reading and writ- 
ing college material. 

Still others, such as Gloria and Anthony, find in the writing center a 
place of cautious refuge. A place to confess fears not only about liter- 
acy but about living and dying and running and hiding, about the loss 
of family members, of a way of life. Mark wrote, I may have listened to 
Gloria's papers and so helped her to create discourse her professors could hear. 
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But I administered no cures and no therapy. In fact, her Spanish-influenced 
English was beautifully eloquent. Her whisperings have been echoing through 
my thinking for a long time. The failure was not Glorias. The failures are the 
killers and the oppressors and those too arrogant or lazy to learn the news. 

Another story: "Allison" was in Michael's basic writing class a few 
years ago. Vd suggested she go to the writing center when she did not pass 
her midterm practice (exit) exam. This exam is graded by a committee that 
cannot include the course instructor. Since Allison was frustrated and wanted 
as much additional help as she could get, I recommended her to Marsha, an 
excellent peer tutor. Evidently Allison told Marsha that she'd failed her exam 
because "a bunch of white men" had read the essay. When Marsha pointed 
out that I was also white, Allison told her no, I was a Hebrew, which meant 
that, while I was white on the outside, I was black on the inside. 

Marsha explained to Michael that she found she didn't know how 
to respond to Allison. She knew she could help with the grammar. She 
could offer sympathetic "sisterhood/' as she said, regarding her pupil's 
anger about being judged by white men. But as she told Michael, "I 
don't know whether I'm supposed to become her friend, her tutor, or 
get involved in the race thing with her." We don't know, either. We don't 
know how one resolves Marsha's set of questions — and the writing cen- 
ter seems to be the place where these kinds of questions come up 
acutely and, perhaps, most frequently. Are tutors to be confessors? 
Friends? Co-conspirators in a revolution? Objective instructors? Lovers 
(as has happened in a couple of cases we know about)? Advisors? 

Gloria may have left school to pursue paid work for a while. She and 
her mother may have had to move from their home into someplace 
more affordable or safer. They may have been deported. There are 
some who would argue that the best thing we can do as teachers is to 
bear witness to Gloria's efforts. We can point to her example: a student 
under tremendous duress struggling, nonetheless, to educate herself so 
that she can participate more fully in this society. But, we can imagine, 
some people will argue that none of this should be at issue; there is a 
job to be done, a process to improve upon. Blalock herself expresses ini- 
tial discomfort at the personal nature of Dan's writing about his expe- 
riences in Vietnam: "As a teacher, I cringed at the prospect of a student's 
writing on such a topic since grading the assignment verges on judg- 
ing the quality of the student's life rather than his writing" (90). But the 
stories are filled with accounts of suffering, with confusion and strain, 
with death and disappearance. This is, for us, the dominant "story 
from the center" — as told in these close-quartered, intensely personal 
moments with our students. 
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Gloria — 



With me and not me 
A ghost — a person a place 
How do I tell this story? 

What am I doing 
For her for me for you 
To her to me 

If she is a ghost I can do anything I want 
I can do anything I want 
What brought her here? 

How do I, with what I can, do anything to honor her 

Her brother her mother 

What she teaches 

About living teaching 

About the visibility of 

Blood 

Now, there is blood in my head 
I can say anything I want 
I can do anything I want 
Except now I have ghosts 
And I owe them everything 
I owe them everything 
Should I see bodies 
should I see bodies piling up 
And bodies piling up 
The Bodies 
Some raise a hand 
Piling up 

And some crawl off 
A dump 

Then we can do anything we want 
And how do you turn it off 
And how do you get 
This snapshot developed 
So it will never fade? 
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Gloria disappeared. But not completely. About five years ago Mark 
was teaching a selection from Joan Didion's Salvador at Indiana Uni- 
versity of Pennsylvania. Didion's description of the tourist postcards of 
Puerta del Diablo is chilling. I felt Gloria's "presence" — her effect on my life. 
I wanted to be true to this student's confidence in me — not because it is a bur- 
den, but rather out of responsibility . And here 1 was teaching a class of twenty- 
seven undergraduate students in a research writing course, inost of whom had 
no more idea about the United States' role in El Salvador than 1 did when Glo- 
ria spoke with me, inost of whom had never heard of Puerta del Diablo, most 
in a state of blissful ignorance as dense as the one Gloria had helped me with. 
1 told them about Gloria. They were quiet as I spoke, and, I believe, shocked, 
and also respectful of the confidence I shared with them. They wanted to know, 
"What happened to her?" 1 wanted to be able to tell them. Their shock deep- 
ened when 1 told them 1 simply did not know what had become of Gloria nor 
of her mother or brother. 

In his book Token Professionals and Master Critics, James Sosnoski 
writes about "concurrence/' the idea that we can enter into working rela- 
tionships with students and each other that mirror "those among musi- 
cians who work together" (1994, 217). We think Sosnoski would see how 
important an alliance with Gloria is because he would see where it was 
leading. As he writes, one different teacher, one different course may not 
change a curriculum, a department, a college, a university . . . but two, 
three, four, . . . joining together? Can the writing center be the place for 
promoting innovation and affiliations among writers struggling to artic- 
ulate stories and ideas that move them? Why not make the university 
a place for "centers" of all kinds? Seriously, let's chuck departments and 
divisions and set up large open spaces full of tables and chairs where 
people talk and listen and learn about things. This is the model for nurs- 
ery school and kindergarten: a relaxed, stimulating environment, full of 
things to do, to read, to try out, or in the Reggio Emilia plan, to create 
long projects over. Just as the center itself typically does away with the 
walls that divide students into classrooms, let's "unfix" the fixtures. 

In closing, we want to tell you about three people: two tutors, "Ericka" 
and "Leana," and "Sonya," a student. Ericka and Leana were two Ruman- 
ian women from, as they explained it, very different social classes. Ericka 
was from a higher class. Leana was from the working class, fun-loving, 
but also "coarse" and "raw" according to Ericka. Still, the two grudgingly 
became good friends and used to talk with Michael about how the writ- 
ing center had become a sort of leveling arena for them in their teaching 
and in their understanding of their graduate work. As for Sonya, she was 
eloquent in her always emotional remarks about how the writing center 
had become like home for her. She was an African American who had been 
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educated for most of her childhood in England but who had never been 
very good at reading and writing. She discovered that people assumed that 
her British accent meant she was really smart and upper crust, which she 
wasn't. She was smart, but she was not, according to her instructor, "fully 
literate" and was therefore referred to the writing center. 

Her tutor was Leana, who had great success with her. But what was 
most moving was the day that Ericka came over to listen in on Leana 
and Sonya. Michael wrote: 1 was in my office, directly across from the Cen- 
ter. I heard arguments and then laughter — lots of laughter. When 1 came in 1 
found Ericka, Leana, and Sonya all laughing with tears in their eyes. Ericka 
and Leana had gotten into an argument over Leana s playful tutoring tech- 
niques, and then Leana, imitating Ericka's high and mighty tones, started 
answering her back in an English accent! This caught Sonya by surprise and 
then Ericka and Leana cracked up. When they explained to Sonya why the 
English accent had come to be associated with a certain know-it-all mentality, 
Sonya cracked up even more. She'd been considered a weak student in 
England, and hated the way she spoke and was trying to sound American. And 
what really cracked them all up was when she told Leana that she loved her 
(Rumanian) accent so much. Ericka had always kidded Leana about what a 
"peasant" sound her voice made and Leana had always admitted that she spoke, 
roughly, the equivalent of Rumanian cockney. 

The three of them were clearly a safe haven for one another in that moment, 
and that's what moved me so much. They had told each other important things; 
they'd laughed out loud not only in amusement but also as an act of caring; 
in some ways they'd gone beyond the expressed purposes of the writing cen- 
ter to discover at least something maybe each would only have whispered. If 
we have ghosts, they would be in the after-image of this scene and the 
occasional questioning voice that wonders why such moments of 
shared discovery are not at the very center of what we're supposed to 
be teaching, whether in the "center" or way out there, in those mar- 
gins, where the whispers never die. 

Note 

1. The names of students and tutors have been changed for this article. 
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Philosopher Langdon Winner writes that "as technologies are being 
built and put to use, significant alterations in patterns and human 
activity and human institutions are already taking place" (1986, 11). In 
this essay, I will describe one of those alterations and suggest that it 
signals a warning about the ways that computers can be used to foster 
exploitive interactions between writing center tutors and students. I will 
also trace my changing response to those events in order to show how 
such exploitation can reveal important connections between desire and 
pedagogy. Before telling this story, I wish to set the stage. 

Context 

The following events took place in the late 1980s at the writing center 
of a large urban university. Our B.C. (before computers) writing center 
had the standard amenities of an urban learning space — coffee pots, 
cubicles, posters, and rodents. It also had a popular nightclub under- 
neath it. This meant that evening tutorials were often accompanied by 
synthesizers, drums, applause, and (sometimes) Buster Poindexter's 
live vocals. Then we purchased computers. 

Our computers' arrival was a pretty boring affair. It involved open- 
ing boxes and moving monitors. Then things became glamorous. Our 
center was to have its "premiere" — replete with the guest appearances 
of English department professors and visits from the press. We were 
told that the event would be "special," which translated into the cen- 
ter being made clean. In short order, unsightly students and their 
papers were discarded, our carpeted walls and floors were steam- 
cleaned, and tutors were coached to say something optimistic about 
computers and writing instruction in case the press talked to us. In 
addition to cleanliness, the ambiance was further enhanced with trays 
of finger food and plants. 
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It may seem that plants are a typical design accessory for a writing 
center. Not at our school. For our institution, the proud recipient of an 
Erich Maria Remarque "special collection" and Paulette Goddard stair- 
case, the word "plants" refers to the six to eight potted trees that were 
wheeled in to our public spaces whenever the press or VIPs like Jacque- 
line Onassis or Andy Warhol (it was the 1980s) paid a publicized visit. 
Before such visits, these plants were wheeled in from storage, 
unwrapped by their full-time mist-person, and arranged to create a 
green space within an urban setting. When the event was over, the 
plants were immediately rewrapped and wheeled away. 

Skeptical of this coached optimism and temporarily upgraded 
ambiance, I was not surprised to read a contemporaneous Writing Cen- 
ter Journal article that described computers in an ominous way. The arti- 
cle's conclusion reads as follows: 

I have visited some writing centers of late. Some astonish me. They 
are plush, with luxurious carpets, modem (or post-modern) prints 
on the walls, secretaries, computer terminals, stocked libraries, spa- 
cious surroundings — and cubicles. I say watch out for cubicles. 

Watch out for computer terminals. Watch out for all evidence of 
attempts to break down the gathering of minds. (Summerfield 
1988, 9) 

Implicit in this warning is a fear that computers can contribute to 
the dehumanization of the center's mission and practice. 

Two years later, while participating in Cynthia Selfe's wonderful 
summer workshop on "Integrating Computers and Composition," I dis- 
covered that the potentially dehumanizing effects of technology had 
caught the attention of forward-thinking composition scholars. Inter- 
preting the role of computers in composition labs, Selfe writes that we 
often rely on "imported visions" (1987, 150) of what computers can and 
cannot do in literacy instruction. She argues that we tend to work 
within a "theoretical and pedagogical vacuum," and that our view of 
computer-assisted writing instruction is "circumscribed by the para- 
digms of other disciplines" (150). 

Describing such labs, Selfe argues that, although they "provide the 
opportunity for teachers and students to gather together in one phys- 
ical [location] where they can share information about writing and 
writing problems," they "are not guaranteed to encourage the forma- 
tion of communities which share a common interest in written lan- 
guage" (149). Writing labs are, in fact, fraught with difficulties, 
including problems of access (some are not open evenings, making it 
difficult for working students and those with child care responsibili- 
ties to attend); problems of safe access for students and tutors; and 
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problems of privacy (students who compose texts in public are vul- 
nerable to visual eavesdropping). These spaces can also be constrained 
by their architectural design, with computers arranged in rows or 
against a wall, reflecting a machine-focused epistemology of office 
management, prison observation, and traditional teacher supervision. 

Another compelling problem is the fact that these learning spaces are 
sometimes staffed by pedagogically untrained computer specialists 
who are more apt to give students "a technological comprehension" of 
what it means to write with computers, rather than a philosophical one 
(Freire and Macedo, 1987, 58). It is the complex interactions of one such 
lab assistant and one student writer that form the nucleus of my story. 

Reciprocal Relations 

I witnessed the following events as a graduate student tutor. One 
evening, while filling out instructor forms between shifts> I noticed 
that "Orlando" was working with a student named "Hedy." Because 
they were talking rather loudly I could hear that Orlando, who was sit- 
ting behind Hedy, was correcting her spelling (an unnecessary act given 
the computer's spellcheck program) and rewording her sentences. As 
Orlando's right hand covered Hedy's, the left one crept up her arm as 
in time to the words whispered in her ear. Orlando then brought the 
other hand up to her forearm and said that she could get "extra tutor- 
ing" when the lab closed. 

My immediate reaction to this event was that Orlando was abusing 
the authority provided by the lab assistant role, as well as the body lan- 
guage permitted by teaching with computers, to sexually exploit a stu- 
dent who needed assistance.^ Disgusted by what I deemed to be blatant 
harassment, I called Orlando into the hall, indicated that I knew what 
was going on, and warned that this exploitation of students had to stop. 
Orlando admitted propositioning Hedy, claiming that she "likes it that 
way," and added, "that's why she comes around on my shift." At this 
point, I said that I was going to alert our director, and volunteered to 
work with Hedy myself. 

I then spoke to Hedy, apologizing for Orlando's actions and assur- 
ing her that such treatment would cease to occur. At this, she said, 
"Great, now who's going help me with the computer?" Hedy went on 
to say that she knew Orlando was "flirting" with her and that a "little 
touching" was "alright" as long as it helped her get "A's." Hedy also 
said that it was nice of me to "interfere" — that is the word she used — 
but that she could take care of herself. 

What intrigues me about this "exploitation" is its intense mutuality. 
On the one hand, I saw a lab assistant exploiting superior knowledge 
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of technology — something Selfe calls "technopower'' (1988, 63) — and 
pedagogical authority in order to gain access to a student's body On the 
other, I saw a student acting as a player in this interaction, using her 
body in order to profit from the assistant's knowledge of computers. 

This mutuality reminds me of Foucault's distinction between "tech- 
nologies of power" and "technologies of the self." Technologies of 
power are those "which determine the conduct of individuals and sub- 
init them to certain ends or domination." Technologies of the self are 
ones "which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with, 
the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies 
and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wis- 
dom, perfection, or immortality" (1988, 18). Although the concepts of 
purity and immortality did not seem to be at direct issue here, I would 
suggest that, in reviewing Orlando and Hedy's interactions, one can 
detect a compelling point of contact between technologies of power and 
self, since both participants were using the computer as a tool of self- 
advancement and even abasement. 

Foucault insists that the body is always caught up in such compli- 
cated relations. He asserts that 

the body is also directly involved in a political field; power rela- 
tions have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train 
it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to 
emit signs. This political investment of the body is bound up, in 
accordance with complex reciprocal relations . . . the body becomes 
a useful force only if it is both a productive body and a subjected 
body. (1977, 25-26) 

In this case, the "political field" that the student's body was involved 
in was one of seemingly mutual exploitation. Orlando's implicit mes- 
sage, "I will show you how to use the computer and edit your work if 
you let me touch you," appeared to find a correlate in Hedy's unspo- 
ken response, "I might let you see me outside of the center so long as 
you help me use the computer and fix my paper." And the computer, 
far from being a neutral device, fueled this exchange by serving as both 
parties' technology of choice. 



Theorizing vs. Venerating Technology 

This story, on initial inspection, may appear to underscore the idea that 
writing centers and computers do not constitute a good fit and that com- 
puters are "highly threatening to a way of life we had carefully nurtured — 
a life that privileged human interaction" (Harris and Kinkead 1987, 1). Yet 
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some writing center researchers find that computers can also be used to 
foster humane and equitable interactions. Consider Pamela Farrell's sum- 
mary of her interviews with tutors and writers: 

[T]hey see the computer acting as a third party or neutral ground, 
encouraging collaboration, giving immediate feedback and ease of 
revision, inviting more writing, opening dialogue between writer 
and tutor, acting as a learning device, and giving writers pride in 
their work. If the computer does, in fact, interact with writer and 
tutor in these ways, what more could we as writing center direc- 
tors want? (1987, 29) 

While Farrell states that 'The computer seems to act as a catalyst to 
open the dialogue necessary for an. effective tutor-writer relationship" 
(32), she is also aware that any technology is subject to the desires of 
its users. Suggesting that computers seem to strengthen the interactions 
between students and tutors, she reports an increasing incidence of "the 
computer ploy" (32), in which a student pretends to lack technological 
knowledge in order to solicit a tutor's help with writing the paper. Far- 
rell quotes one tutor's comment that students sometimes say that they 
want help underlining, "but before they do that they want to know 
what you think or how this reads, so they usually have another motive 
behind their question" (32). 

In reconsidering Orlando's comments, it seems that some tutors may 
also have "another motive" behind offering assistance. Farrell quotes one 
student's admission that "he does 'weird things' at the computer, 
because 'it's very easy to get to know someone when you're working at 
the computer'" (32). Indeed, as Orlando and Hedy's interactions show, 
it is easy to "get to know" (or at least become physically close to) some- 
one while writing with computers. Their exchange suggests that writ- 
ing center directors should anticipate such exploitation when training 
tutors, and begin discussions about who is made powerful by the pos- 
session of technological knowledge and who is made vulnerable by its 
lack. Center directors and tutors should also be aware of the various cur- 
rencies of exchange individuals will use in order to acquire it. 

While I still believe that Orlando and Hedy were using technology 
exploitively, I have begim to wonder if erotics can inform pedagogy in 
less damaging ways. Given the distance of time, I have begun to won- 
der why erotics are automatically perceived as exploitive, and why edu- 
cational institutions are officially represented as impersonal, de-eroticized 
spaces when we know they are not.^ I also wonder why sexual attrac- 
tion and seduction, which "are incessantly and locally produced and 
productive at every level of modem culture" (Sedgwick 1992, 279) are 
usually absent from writing center stories and scholarship.^ 
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My first guess about the silence that surrounds writing center sexu- 
ality (I am referring to the tension and impulse, not to the activity) is 
that our culture trains us to distinguish absolutely — and I would add 
narrowly — between the pedagogic and the erotic. The popular image 
of a tutor who finds a student attractive is one of prurience and unpro- 
fessionalism; any tutor who acts on this attraction is automatically (and 
quite rightly) deemed a harasser. Conversely, a student, especially an 
undergraduate, who is attracted to a tutor is often portrayed as inno- 
cent and precocious. At any rate, such interest between students and 
tutors remains disparaged and, by consequence, unrepresented in writ- 
ing center research. 

Yet attraction occurs in our centers with and without the presence 
of computers. In fact, in speculating that a writing center may be a pow- 
erful, yet unarticulated pedagogic and erotic space for conference par- 
ticipants, I am reminded of two stories that I heard from other tutors 
in our center. The first involved Vivien, who narrated at a staff meet- 
ing the ''sweeT' advances made to her by a ''client." The second 
involved Jorge's humorous summary of his rejection of an undergrad- 
uate's daily chocolate rose; "I told her, the judge will subtract your age 
from mine and send me to jail for the difference." 

These remarks are not intended to be precious or salacious, but to 
show that a doctrinarian distinction between the pedagogic and erotic 
may be limiting, and to suggest that erotic impulses can fuel, animate, 
redirect, undermine, and even enhance writing conferences. This per- 
spective leads me to articulate my second suspicion about why scholars 
are so restive when it comes to describing writing center sexuality. I sub- 
mit that it is easier to portray student-teacher interactions through a lens 
of what I call "pristine pedagogy" than to depict them in their holistic 
complexity. In other words, if there is a pretense that issues of writer's 
block, ESL, and thesis support can occur apart from the personal, social, 
political, spiritual, and erotic dynamics that imbue any human interac- 
tion, a simpler, more focused — and less "contaminated" — pedagogical 
portrait can be painted.^ 

Yet I suspect that representing writing conferences in their messy, 
even sometimes degraded and exploitive, empirical reality would 
provide a more complicated and insightful portrait of the many 
intentions that can inform and animate tutorials. Here I envision the 
writing center in the way that Anne Ruggles Gere describes 
composition — as a field — "'a complex of forces'" and "a kind of 
charged space in which multiple 'sites' of interaction appear" (1993, 
4). By discussing the multiple sites of interaction that converge within 
a conference, scholars could speculate on the dissonant, troubling 
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aspects of each conversation. This could open an inquiry into whether 
sexually charged interaction between students and tutors can mean 
more than just hegemonic harassment or simple usuary, and to ask 
whether the erotic can inform the pedagogic in nonexploitive ways. 
Speculating in this way could lead to abandoning the fealty to 
representing the pristinely pedagogical and encourage the creation of a 
more holistic and vivid discourse that sees itself as enriched, rather than 
"tainted," by desire's traces. 

My speculations, which may strike some readers as a recipe for 
moral and pedagogical degenerescence, are intended to serve as a 
warning against ethical and intellectual ossification. They follow Clark's 
assertion that for a writing center to enact instructional and epistemo- 
logical flexibility, it should exhibit "a willingness to entertain multiple 
perspectives on critical issues, an ability to tolerate contradictions and 
contraries, in short, not to become so dogmatic, so fossilized, so sure 
that we know how to do it 'right' that we stop growing and develop- 
ing" (1990, 82). 

Langdon Winner, whose words introduced this chapter, also speaks 
of ongoing development. Declaring that "our instruments are insti- 
tutions in the making" (54), he adds that "[M]any crucial choices about 
the forms and limits of our regimes of instrumentality must be enforced 
at the founding, at the genesis of each new technology. It is here that 
our best purposes must be heard" (58). 

It is a bit late to invent the writing conference or the personal com- 
puter. Yet writing center practitioners can reinvent our recognition and 
appreciation of their site-specific best purposes. Perhaps those pur- 
poses are ones that recognize and nourish, rather than denigrate and 
stigmatize, the gamut of human impulses and intentions that motivate 
technology's use. Perhaps articulating a bolder, even more brazen, dis- 
course about the personal dynamics that infuse tutorials would not 
transform the writing center into an eroticized space (because it already 
is one), but would arrest the repressive silence that encloses a very real 
phenomenon. A more candid discourse would help create a much- 
needed carnal, as well as theoretical and practical, knowledge of con- 
ferencing. This knowledge might help all involved in writing centers 
acknowledge the tacit (or at least potential) presence of the erotic in 
human interaction, and deepen the understanding of how that presence 
may undermine and animate tutorials with or without the "benefit" of 
technology. 

Initially, I thought that this story would be about the effect of com- 
puters on writing centers. Now, I suspect that it is less about technol- 
ogy's renovation of tutorials than about human innovation with 
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technology. Having seen the catalytic potential of the computer in 
Orlando's and Hedy's conference, I agree with the idea that "New tech- 
nologies invariably change human lives" (Wahlstrom 1989, 177). I 
would also add that human beings can exert a powerful influence on 
technology either by using it against its primary purposes (as Orlando 
did) or by exploiting an alternative power base (as Hedy did) so that 
the computer's potential can be used for personal gain. My idea is that 
Orlando was using knowledge of the new technology to achieve an old 
end (a potential physical seduction), while Hedy may have been using 
an older technology (the lure of an after-hours meeting) to realize a new 
goal (the benefits of someone else's computer literacy). Beyond sce- 
narios of blame and recrimination, it seems that both individuals were 
involved in a very adult play with power, with technology and, per- 
haps only incidentally, with each other.^ 

I also wonder if the temptation to issue absolute codes for ethical 
tutorial interactions underestimates the tenacious ability of human 
beings to become irrepressibly (and sometimes insidiously) inventive 
when it comes to using technology. This operative dialectic of work and 
play (of conferring and seducing) suggests that some students are 
already enacting an inventiveness, a curiosity, a purposeful playfulness, 
and a boldness in their interactions with technology and one another. 
Valuing, rather than stigmatizing, those interactions could help us bet- 
ter understand the dimensions of our work. Consider Andrea Her- 
rmann's claim that "computers make new demands on teachers to 
make changes: to learn more, to create more collaborative classroom 
environments, to work harder, and to become more creative" (1989, 
121-22). Having witnessed and questioned Orlando's and Hedy's inter- 
actions, I think that what Herrmann says of teachers is also true for stu- 
dents. Once people get hold of a powerful technology, or devise a 
clever strategy for harnessing its power, even the most sophisticated 
machine becomes subject to human design, desire, creativity, and con- 
trol. If I can find one sustaining meaning in my story, it is that this text 
hopefully shows, in the ways that I witnessed, a student and tutor 
involved in the activity of being creative with computers. This text tries 
to represent what I think I saw — two individuals engaged in a indirectly 
articulated, yet mutually understood, underground activity of making 
trouble, making out, and, interestingly enough, making literacy.^ 



Notes 

1. Examining the moves of solitary authors, Christina Haas observes that 
"the limitation in allowable bodily positions may explain anecdotal reports that 
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people become uncomfortable and stiff when working at computers" (1996, 
131). It would be interesting to examine the range of allowable bodily positions 
that can occur when two (or more) people work with computers. 

2. My thinking is influenced by Jane Gallop's edited collection. Pedagogy: 
The Question of Impersonation (1995). Gallop writes, "In marked contrast with 
the rosy 'eroticism' of all-female pedagogy, relations between male teachers and 
female students are sexualized as harassment" (81). Critiquing the "powerful 
prescriptive effect" of such "gendered descriptions" (87), Gallop argues for a 
recognition of the generative presence of the erotic within "the pedagogical rela- 
tion" (85). In the same volume, Susan Miller makes a brave point about the "eth- 
ical frustration [that] has been translated into typed regulations against 
fraternizing with the Other." She writes that "we are willing to acknowledge 
that we want to talk about pedagogy and the personal as sites of a guilt that 
we often turn into compulsive talk, to voice-over unacknowledged desires for 
students we can never fully master, dominate, or love enough because they will, 
we know, outlive and rewrite us" (159). 

3. Sedgwick, interestingly enough, is making this point in the context of a 
discussion of Michel Foucault's History of Sexuality: An Introduction. She argues 
that this book "enabled a newly productive discourse of sexuality by clarify- 
ing the extent to which modem sexuality is already produced through and 
indeed as discourse" (279). 

4. This suspicion that devotion to the pristine breeds dogmatism and over- 
simplification is evident is Stephen North's suggestion that "a romantic ideal- 
ization" of the writing center "presents its own kind of jeopardy" (1995, 9). It 
is also apparent in Angela Petit's belief that a tutor should not choose between 
the absolute discourses of "collaborative tutoring" and "current-traditional 
teaching" by "constmcting yet another purified discourse" (119). Both schol- 
ars advocate transcendence of the absolute in terms of institutional and peda- 
gogical self-conceptualization. These provocations herald a "generative 
indeterminacy" (Petit 1997, 114) which may make our centers more responsive 
to appreciating and examining the relations between pedagogy and desire. 

5. I wonder if Orlando or Hedy used these ploys on other students or 
tutors. My only clue, if Orlando can be believed, is that Hedy knew what was 
going on, yet "regularly" sought out Orlando for help. This alleged "fact" 
could recast Hedy as less of a victim in, and more of a player of, this game. 
Orlando was, I suspect, quite "social" as a tutor. 

6. I thank Lynn Briggs and Meg Woolb right for their helpful revision com- 
ments. I also thank Susan Miller and Yola Janangelo for their creativity and 
guidance. 
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As I began to live out and interpret the consequences of how dis- 
courses of "critical reflection/' "empowerment/' "student voice/' 
and "dialogue" had influenced my conceptualization of the goals 
of the course and my ability to make sense of my experiences in 
the class, I found myself struggling against (struggling to unlearn) 
key assumptions and assertions of current literature on critical 
pedagogy and strairiing to recognize, name, and come to grips with 
crucial issues of classroom practice that critical pedagogy can not 
or will not address. 



— Elizabeth Ellsworth 
"Why Doesn't This Feel Empowering?" 



From the first time I read Elizabeth Ellsworth's article "Why Doesn't This 
Feel Empowering?" (1992) she struck a chord in me, evoking memories 
of students I have worked with in writing centers and foregrounding my 
own concerns with the writing center's language of empowerment and 
student voice. In her article, Ellsworth questions the underlying assump- 
tions of key terms in liberatory pedagogy. She writes about her attempts 
to put into practice teaching strategies meant to empower her students 
(92). However, instead of watching students become empowered, 
EUsworth found that putting this liberatory discourse into practice "led 
(her) to reproduce relations of domination" between herself and students 
(91). Reading her account of the shortcomings of this liberatory discourse 
led me to begin considering whether the writing center community's talk 
about student-centered tutoring faces similar implications. 

This essay reflects a combination of influences that have caused me 
to decenter — or stop taking for granted — my understanding of what 
student-centered tutoring is. One influence was my yearlong work with 
a student named Carlos, and the other was my turning to the writings 
of feminist pedagogists who, like Ellsworth, have struggled to deal 
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with gaps between the discourse of liberatory teaching and their own 
teaching practices. Their struggle with these gaps, in part, mirrors my 
own struggles to deal with disjunctures between my tutoring 
experiences with students like Carlos and the language of student- 
centeredness I heard in tutor meetings and read about in writing center 
publications. As a result of these influences, I decided to explore more 
carefully the writing center literature regarding our notions of authority 
and of being student-centered. 

What does it mean for a tutor to be student-centered? Briefly, the cen- 
tral tenet of this philosophy is that students should be actively engaged 
and invested in their own learning. The role of a student-centered tutor 
is to act as an assistant or facilitator to students. Although differences 
exist among writing centers stemming from the particular histories and 
contexts that invests each writing center or writing lab with its own set 
of practices, this basic tenet is one of a few important similarities exist- 
ing in writing center practice. For instance, many writing centers 
assume that most people learn better through social interaction and that 
writing centers ought to encourage students to become "practitioners'" 
(Harris 1986, 28) and critical thinkers in their own right. Moreover, 
student-centered tutoring philosophies have played an important role 
not just for tutors but for the larger writing center community — 
helping this community define itself in relation to the typical classroom 
experiences of students who walk in our doors. 

Importantly in this essay, it is in how the writing center community 
talks about accomplishing these goals that I locate my concerns, not in 
the overall goals themselves. Thus, this essay attempts to reveal some 
of the underlying, and limiting, assumptions of student-centered tutor- 
ing through the lenses offered, first, by my work with Carlos and, sec- 
ond, by the narratives of feminist pedagogy. It is my hope that both of 
these perspectives may provide the writing center community with pro- 
ductive insights into tutor-student relationships. Before discussing the 
pedagogical concerns and assumptions writing center educators and 
feminist teachers share, let me begin with the student who started me 
down this path of questioning or decentering the idea of student- 
centeredness in the writing center literature. 

Tutoring Carlos 

Before I encountered Ellsworth's story and those of other feminist 
pedagogists, there was Carlos. My own concerns with the language 
of student-centeredness in writing centers grew, in part, from my 
experience as Carlos's tutor. He helped me recognize cracks in my 
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taken-for-granted assumptions about what good tutoring is. A His- 
panic student from Chicago, Carlos faced many adjustments when 
he came to a small, isolated northern town to attend an engineering 
university whose population is overwhelmingly white, middle class, 
and male. More than a little soft-spoken, Carlos rarely spoke; instead 
he whispered, so I began whispering too. For three quarters we met 
once a week, and, amidst the writing center clamor of tutors and stu- 
dents talking and phones ringing, we whispered back and forth. 

Carlos's silence and whispers, and the distance they presented, chal- 
lenged my beliefs about the concept of dialogue as good tutoring. I had 
come to think of dialogue as a technique through which students learn 
to take charge of their learning. Tutor-student dialogues create an 
atmosphere in which students are equally (or even more) responsible 
for the learning that occurs. In this way, tutors act as facilitators, draw- 
ing out students' insights. Because of Carlos, my understanding of dia- 
logue had to be reconstructed. Typically, our sessions began with him 
pulling out a draft of a paper, sometimes an assignment, and shoving 
it way out in front of him on the table. Then, slouched back in his chair 
or sometimes hunched over, chin in hands, he would sit, looking out 
the window. In a year of tutoring, Carlos rarely looked at me, only occa- 
sionally glancing sideways in my direction. His paper always managed 
to be out of our reach, positioned far across the table from us both. 
Every week I'd think, "Do I start with him or with this paper?" It was 
an odd question, I know. Students, not me, usually start by directing 
our sessions toward whatever issues or questions are uppermost in their 
minds, but almost everything about tutoring Carlos jogged me out of 
ordinary habits and assumptions. 

It is difficult to capture in writing exactly how Carlos and I worked 
together, but let me try to describe a typical session. Often, Td begin 
by asking him for a cue: I'd ask, "What do you want to work on today?" 
Pause. Under his breathe came the answer, "That," meaning the draft 
or assignment sheet sitting across from us on the table. "What is it?" 
I'd ask. Pause. With his gaze fixed on the floor or out the window, he'd 
mumble something. "What?" I'd say, leaning forward. Pause. This time 
a little louder, he'd say, "It's about rap music and censorship." "What 
do you think about it?" I'd ask. Pause. "I don't know." Pause. "I guess 
it's bad," he'd whisper. "The rap music is bad or censoring is bad?" I'd 
ask. Pause. Sighing, he'd say, "I guess they both are." "Why do you 
think so?" I'd ask. Longer pause. "I don't know. It's in the paper," he'd 
softly answer looking at the floor. So, we would pull the paper closer 
and read it (I often read it aloud to him). When his paper was near us, 
Carlos backed his chair away from the table, and his gaze wandered 
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around the room. I learned over time that this didn't mean he wasn't 
listening as I read aloud. He seemed to need to put distance between 
himself and his papers. After reading, I'd frequently wait for him to 
speak first, not wanting to direct him. "Is it okay?" Carlos would likely 
ask me. "What do you think?" I would counter. Longer pause. "It needs 
work I guess." Pause. "That's what the teacher said." Pause. "She wants 
more personal stuff." Pause. "What I think." Here was a direction for 
us. "Okay, what do you think about rap music and censorship?" He 
glanced at me quickly and whispered, "I don't know." At this point. 
I'd pause, thinking what to make of that. Sometimes, I'd suggest he look 
back through the reading to see if he agreed or disagreed with one of 
the authors — a sideways way for him to start expressing a personal 
opinion. We'd come up with a list of some of the attitudes expressed 
in the readings, and the session would end with him hedging close to 
one of them. As he put the paper away. I'd ask, "Does this help you 
with this draft? Do you have ideas for where to add your opinion?" 
Standing up to leave, he'd look at me and whisper, "Yeah, I guess so." 

In over a year of tutoring, Carlos and I rarely broke from this pat- 
tern. Was this good tutoring? As with all the students I tutored, I did 
not want to direct him. Rather, I consciously tried to focus on whatever 
Carlos wanted us to discuss. I wanted to maintain a student-centered 
approach that privileged his insights, his ability to learn to answer his 
own questions. In our sessions, I wanted to send him the message that 
his paper was his to improve — not mine. I wanted Carlos to feel 
empowered through our dialogue to develop his personal voice in his 
writing. However, all of these assumptions about good tutoring became 
as frail as a house of cards when week after week I sat next to him wait- 
ing, straining to hear his voice, and wondering about his detaching atti- 
tude. Carlos helped me recognize three related inconsistencies with 
these assumptions about being student-centered. 

First, Carlos' actions helped me realize the extent to which student- 
center tutoring helps mask the fact that teachers have ultimate author- 
ity over the shape and content of students' writing. What Carlos knew 
all along, and what I slowly began to understand, is that the voice he 
needed to develop in his writing was not so much his own as it was his 
teacher's. In this way, he began to reconstruct my understanding of 
tutor-student dialogue and of being student-centered. The distance Car- 
los maintained went beyond the physical distances he kept with me and 
with his papers — whispering under his breath, rarely making eye con- 
tact, and remaining removed from his papers. There was also a distance 
in his writing. He never elaborated on the topic of any paper with per- 
sonal examples or opinions. Even the fact that assignments called for 
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his personal experiences and opinions never swayed him into offering 
them. He was uninterested in opening up in his writing or to me. As a 
result, he consistently made C's or lower in his writing classes. When I 
asked him about his opinions on various paper topics, Carlos gave me 
one of two responses: he'd pause, look at me, and either answer "I 
don't know" or tell me what his teacher wanted the class to say. Over 
and over, Carlos ignored or refused my attempts to encourage him to 
develop his personal voice or his ability to take charge of his learning. 
Politely and quietly, he'd change the subject back to the question of what 
the teacher wanted. 

Second, Carlos's actions helped me realize the extent to which 
student-centered tutoring puts students in vulnerable positions by 
expecting them to open up about themselves. As a tutor, I had grown 
used to having an easy rapport with students in the writing center. Like 
other tutors, my sessions were begun, interrupted, and ended with the 
stuff of student's lives — their course loads, their new best friends, their 
homesickness. With Carlos, however, our sessions were stripped bare 
of that chatting. The few times we talked about his personal life he 
revealed a life filled with the painful struggles that came from grow- 
ing up as the son of migraiit farm workers who'd settled in a high crime 
area of urban Chicago. The realities of his home life and university 
experience didn't lend themselves to easy conversation. Everything 
about him marked him as different, and, rather than expose those dif- 
ferences, I think he chose silence. He kept his voice to himself, sharing 
only the softest tones with me and shading his writing with it in only 
the most general ways. 

Third, Carlos helped me realize the extent to which student-centered 
tutoring assumes that tutors and students have a similar social and 
school knowledge base from which they can relate to each other. Car- 
los and I did not. We might have been enrolled in the same school (he 
as a first-year student and I as a graduate student), but our similarities 
seemed to end there. It was Carlos who showed me this with his silence 
and his careful distance. I never doubted that the Carlos I came to know 
in the writing center — whispering, detached, and silent — was only one 
very small part of his identity. 

In the end, Carlos taught me that writing centers are places where 
we see how the politics of the academy shape students' educational 
experiences. Too often their experiences teach them that the cultures and 
literacies that have given them a sense of identity are not privileged by 
academic institutions. As his tutor, I wanted to be someone who could 
help Carlos bridge the gaps between his home literacies and those of 
the institution. In whispers we worked together, but like Belinda, the 
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tutor Alice Gillam describes in "Writing Center Ecology: A Bakhtinian 
Perspective/' I often felt at a loss, realizing that Carlos was "stripping 
[his] stories to the skeleton to please [his] instructors" (1991, 5). Given 
the pressure students feel to achieve (and in Carlos's case, to survive), 
I sometimes felt I had "no choice but to encourage [Carlos] to 'nor- 
malize' [his] voice so that [he] could be heard and found acceptable in 
the academy" (5). In the end, I felt emptied of some of my zeal for the 
language of "empowering students" and of "student-centeredness" 
that filled discussion during weekly tutors' meetings and normally 
buoyed me through the week. In a search for answers, I began explor- 
ing the how of student-centered tutoring in writing center literature. In 
other words, according to our own discourse, how is student-centered 
tutoring meant to be practiced? 

How the Writing Center Community Addresses Authority in 
Student-Centered Tutoring 

Writing center educators have often argued that student-centered prac- 
tices provide^students an alternative to the often unequal relationship 
of power maintained in many writing classrooms. In her retrospective 
of the growth and development of tutoring learning centers, Marian 
Arkin ’provides an illustrative articulation of the perspective many writ- 
ing center people have regarding problems with traditional educational 
approaches: 

My suspicion is that emphasis on product — on how many things 
a student knows — is really a way of disempowering the learner, of 
increasing his or her dependence on authority, an authority 
empowered by tradition; it is, in sum, the power of a white, patri- 
archal, essentially reactionary establishment, an establishment that 
encourages everyone to come to the game and compete, but loads 
the cultural dice in its favor beforehand. (1990, 6) 

In response to her concern, many writing center educators have 
maintained a philosophy that seeks to empower students, that values 
the languages and the ways of knowing students bring with them to 
the university. Writing center tutors and directors have claimed the role 
of student advocate. Because of their insights about students and about 
academic institutions, in recent years, writing centers have been 
acknowledged as "having an essential function of critiquing institutions 
and creating knowledge about writing" (Cooper 98). Moreover, Nancy 
Grimm has suggested that "writing centers have much to teach the 
[composition] profession about how difference is managed in the 
academy and about how students' subjectivities are constructed by 
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educational discourse" (1992, 5). I believe many in the writing center 
community agree with Grimm that we have been changed by our 
interactions with students, and this is perhaps why student-centered 
philosophies have achieved a centrality in the writing center 
community as few other practices have. 

It is because of its centrality and because writing centers offer the 
composition profession a critical view of itself that writing center edu- 
cators need to reflect on how student-centered pedagogies have con- 
structed our practices — ^how student-centered practices construct tutors' 
and students' roles. After all, pedagogy is never only a set of teaching 
or tutoring strategies to be judged on the basis of "what works." Rather, 
pedagogy, as a concept, enacts a set of assumptions that, as Lusted con- 
tends, "draws attention to the process through which knowledge is pro- 
duced" (quoted in Gore 1993, 4). Thus, in writing center tutoring 
strategies lie implications for what does and does not count as knowl- 
edge and for what good tutoring is. 

When reading through several essays that address what it means 
to be student-centered, one notices that these essays inevitably address 
the relations of power, as we in writing centers see them, between stu- 
dents and teachers and students and tutors. For instance, in "Non- 
Directive Tutoring Strategies," Kay Satre and Valerie Traub contend 
that "Our belief in non-directive intervention is largely based in our 
criticism of the current educational system which operates by virtue 
of unequal power relations between students and teachers" (1988, 5). 
In contrast, suggest Satre and Traub, the power in the relationship 
between students and tutors rests more in the needs and concerns of 
students. Satre and Traub's notions about student-centeredness or non- 
directiveness — in their emphasis on tutor's responsiveness to students 
and on students as active writers — embodies a common approach or 
language the writing center discourse projects regarding this pedagogy 
(Arkin and Shollar 1982; Meyer and Smith 1987; Severino; and Fletcher 
1993). Being non-directive, they say, allows students to feel they are 
actually being listened to, and this makes students feel more attached 
to what they are trying to say. And, because, as Satre and Traub say, 
non-directive coaches do not pass judgment on students, emphasis can 
be shifted away from "apprehension of error and toward the devel- 
opment of meaning" (5). 

The discourse's specific advice about student-centered tutoring is, 
therefore, often aimed at ensuring that students' needs control their 
tutoring sessions, and that they remain the primary agents of their 
writing. Jeff Brooks offers a list of tutoring strategies in his 1992 article 
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"Minimalist Tutoring: Making the Student Do All the Work/' The strate- 
gies have been identified frequently over the years as basic student- 
centered or "minimalist" tutoring strategies (cf. Edwards 1983; Harris 
1986; Ryan 1993; and Wilcox 1994). These strategies include "Sit beside 
the student, not across a desk"; Make sure the student is "physically 
closer to the paper than you are"; "[D]on't let yourself have a pencil in 
your hand"; and "Get the student to talk. . . . Ask questions — perhaps 
'leading' questions — as often as possible" (1991, 3-4). These strategies 
are intended to demonstrate to students that they, not tutors, are the 
ones in charge of the paper (3). Brooks emphasizes this point by con- 
tending that "the student, not the tutor, should 'own' the paper and take 
fuU responsibility for it" (2). 

The notion that students should be the primary agents, indeed "the 
only active agent[s]," Brooks says (4), in improving their writing is 
based in a desire to empower students. Satre and Traub speak of 
"handing power back to students" (5), and in "Posing Questions: The 
Student-Centered Tutorial Session" (1989), Patricia Fanning invokes the 
notion of empowerment by saying that tutors should "encourage stu- 
dents to discover and solve their own problems" (1). At the heart of 
these arguments lies a belief that the best learning environments are 
those in which students actively engage in the whole learning process. 
The desire to empower students is shared by many calling for change 
in the composition profession. Yet, as Marilyn Cooper pointed out in 
her 1993 keynote address to the Pacific Regional Writing Centers Con- 
ference, though many support these efforts, it has "turned out to be 
decidedly difficult to enact" (7). 

I would argue that, much like conceptions of authority within lib- 
eratory pedagogy that face increasing examination, the previously men- 
tioned outline of student-centered strategies reveals a view of authority 
as something one "owns" and/or "hands over" to others, and writing 
center educators ought to consider the implications such a view of 
authority holds for tutoring practices. The driving force behind enact- 
ing a student-centered pedagogy within writing centers has been to cre- 
ate learning environments in which students actively engage in their 
learning. However, the view of authority as something owned obstructs 
those original intentions, for, as writing center educators continue to 
talk about being student-centered as a process of turning over power or 
ownership to students, the question becomes: how liberating is this 
practice since, as the conferrers of authority, the writing tutor retains 
much control? 
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Decentering Definitions of Authority in Writing Center Discourse 

There are two related notions of power embedded in the way writing 
center educators talk about being student-centered that I want to high- 
light, in order to demonstrate some of my concerns with them: The first 
is the notion of power as property, and the second is the zero-sum 
notion of power. First of all, when writing center discourse speaks of 
students as owning their writing or tutors giving authority to students, 
that discourse is viewing power as though it were property. Such an 
approach is misleading because it equates power with specific objects. 
In contrast, I believe power is better understood as a series of constantly 
shifting actions. Certainly objects can be invested with authority. How- 
ever, it is through the actions of people (in this case, students and 
tutors) that objects or practices are invested with meaning. As Michel 
Foucault explains, "power must be analysed as something which 
circulates. ... It is never localised here or there, never in anybody's 
hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth" (1980, 
98). For instance, power is not inherent in a pencil in a tutor's hand. 
Power, or the lack of it, is demonstrated in how that pencil is and is not 
used in given situations by both students and tutors. Consequently, 
practices or policies meant to enforce or sustain authority only do so 
in the actual actions of individuals. As Foucault writes. 

Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisation. 

And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are 
always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercis- 
ing this power. ... In other words, individuals are the vehicles of 
power, not its points of application. (98) 

Unfortunately, too often for the sake of defining policy, the writing 
center discourse oversimplifies how tutors and students relate to each 
other. For instance, in the discourse about student-centeredness, writ- 
ing center educators are being discouraged from acknowledging the 
ways in which both tutors and students express authority as they 
relate to each other — authority that is varied, temporary, and over- 
lapping at times. 

By constructing writing center practice around a view of power as 
property, writing center educators are overlooking a number of points 
of tension that exist within student-centered pedagogies. Earlier I men- 
tioned the points of tension that arose for me working with Carlos. 
Other writing center educators and feminist pedagogists like Ellsworth 
have developed their own as well. The first point of tension is that, 
because writing tutors are the ones who are choosing to turn power 
over to students, this "property" remains very much in the tutors' con- 
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trol. In "Reevaluation of the Question as a Teaching Tool" (1993), JoAnn 
B. Johnson illustrates this tension in her discussion of how using ques- 
tions promotes the tutor's, not the student's, sense of control. She 
describes this as a problem of "needs location" (38). Johnson explains 
that "when the tutor composes a question for the student, it is based 
on the tutor's perception of need within the student; consequently, the 
attention of both student and tutor are focused on what the tutor 
chooses as need" (38-39). Hence, it is possible that, instead of student- 
centered strategies enabling students to actively engage in their learn- 
ing, writing tutors may be maintaining students' positions as outsiders 
whose entrance into academic acceptance needs to be controlled. In this 
way, the notion of empowerment carries with it an agent of empower- 
ment (someone or something doing the empowering) that has begun 
to be questioned by feminist pedagogists as reproducing old lines of 
hierarchy within the discourse of liberatory educational practices (cf. 
Gore 1993). 

A second point of tension emerges as feminist pedagogists (among 
others) have questioned the notion of students' ownership of their writ- 
ing. When one considers that teachers usually determine nearly all, if 
not all, of the parameters within which students produce writing, bas- 
ing tutoring philosophies on the notion that students own their writ- 
ing becomes problematic. Decisions about reading material, method of 
organization, audience, format, style, and page-length requirements 
are often already made for students by teachers. This understanding 
must cause us to question the extent to which it can be said that stu- 
dents own their texts — a point which, in my experience with Carlos, was 
made painfully clear. And, perhaps, this will lead writing center edu- 
cators to consider Marilyn Cooper's suggestion in "Really Useful 
Knowledge" (1994) that writing tutors might best be able to help stu- 
dents achieve agency as writers 

by helping them understand how and the extent to which they are 
not owners of their texts; by helping them understand, in short, how 
various institutional forces impinge on how and what they write 
and how they can negotiate a place for their own goals and needs 
when faced with these forces. (8) 

Thus, a second concern the discourse of student-centeredness raises 
is that speaking about student agency as tied to notions of ownership 
clouds over the reality that teachers, more so than students, control 
what students write. 

A third point of tension emerges concerning the scholarship in com- 
position studies that has begun questioning the assumption that stu- 
dents' writing improves as they gain control of their thought processes 
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(cf. Miller 1991; Faigley 1994; and Cooper and Holzman 1989). As Lester 
Faigley has noted, in the last ten years much theoretical work in com- 
position studies has ''critiqued the central abstraction in current- 
traditional rhetoric and in many process-oriented approaches to teach- 
ing writing — the image of the writer as a discrete, coherent, stable self 
capable of rationally directing and rationally evaluating its own activ- 
ities" (1994, 215). Through the influence of cultural studies, feminist the- 
ories, poststructuralism, and postmodernism, writing theorists have 
recognized that "knowledge is always situated" and that writers "artic- 
ulate relations between a possible self and a possible reality (which 
includes possible others) in their prose, rather than a one real self and 
one real reality" (Brodkey 1994, 239). In light of this, writing center edu- 
cators need to question whether or not student-centered pedagogies 
may be operating under a narrow idea of how people write. In "From 
Silence to Noise: The Writing Center as Critical Exile" 1993, Nancy 
Welch comments on this: 

My work in the writing center at a large public university has also 
introduced me to students who arrive at the center already aware, 
sometimes painfully so, that their meanings are contested and that 
their words are populated with competing, contradictory voices. . . . 

Even alone, these students write with and against a cacophony of 
voices, coDaborating not with one person but with the Otherness of 
their words. (4) 

In focusing on principles of writing instruction that assume people's 
inner selves are unified by a rational logic, writing centers educators 
may not be addressing the ways in which students write within a mul- 
tiplicity of competing voices which are flavored by their ethnicity, gen- 
der, religious identity, class, and position in the academy. 

The second view of power embedded in the way writing center edu- 
cators talk about being student-centered is that power is a zero-sum 
concept. This concept holds that, if power is "given" to students in order 
to empower them, then tutors must "give up" their power. By repre- 
senting tutoring practices in this way, the writing center discourse may 
not recognize the constant circulating of authority that we know hap- 
pens when tutors work with students — how their needs and actions 
interact with the tutor's needs and actions as well as the needs and 
actions of the teacher. This representation also encourages us to think 
of tutors who exercise authority as always bad and students who exer- 
cise authority as always good — promoting a clear-cut view of tutoring 
that is out of step with many tutors' actual experiences of working with 
students. In a series of interviews of fellow writing tutors that I con- 
ducted for a pilot study regarding tutor-student interaction, one tutor 
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named Dave expressed this point rather well. Dave answered my ques- 
tion "What has it been like working in the writing center?" by talking 
about the kind of control he has as a tutor (as compared to the kind of 
control he has a teacher). He acknowledged that it's "a different kind 
of control" and that he's "balancing directedness with nondirectedness 
all the time." Throughout the interview, Dave emphasized this balanc- 
ing between "control" and "keying in on the student's needs/' and there 
is an awareness of the ways in which tutors and students may be 
expressing authority to varying degrees simultaneously which the lit- 
erature on student-centered practices does not reflect. 

Rethinking Student-Centered Tutoring: 

A Feminist Rearticulation of Authority 

In the course of reflecting on my work with Carlos and the tensions 
revealed in my close reading of writing center literature on student- 
centeredness, I was also exploring the same questions about authority 
in the literature of feminist pedagogy. Strong similarities exist between 
the goals of feminist pedagogy and some of the basic premises of 
writing center practices. For example, feminist educating practices 
are generally characterized as being deeply concerned with increasing 
students' sense of agency, validating differences, challenging universal 
truths, and seeking to create social transformation in a world of shifting 
meanings. Moreover, of equal importance to me, feminist pedagogists 
have begun examining their own notions of authority in the student- 
centered language of their discourse, and they are moving to resolve 
tensions existing in the underlying assumptions of their practices. 

Reviewing the literature of feminist pedagogy reveals a movement, 
over time, in how authority is viewed. In the past, many feminist ped- 
agogists addressed authority or power as inevitably connected to patri- 
archal systems of control, and, therefore, bad. Thus, in order to distance 
themselves from imposing an authority they view as denying dialogue, 
feminist educators concentrated on developing nondirective teaching 
practices and on viewing educators as nurturing facilitators (cf. Quinn 
1987; Frey 1987; Grumet 1988^ 115; Schniedewind 1987; and Shrewsbury 
1987). In response to this approach, however, a movement is growing 
within feminist pedagogy that has suggested these original approaches 
may need to be reconsidered (cf. Friedman 1985; Ellsworth 1992; and 
hooks 1994). The question in feminist pedagogy has become: by pre- 
senting ourselves as not having any authority, aren't we supporting the 
very assumptions (that women aren't capable of being figures of author- 
ity) that the feminist movement sought to oppose? Also, Madeleine 
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Grumet has argued that by continually denying one's authority in this 
way, educators lose their ability to speak from a position of greater 
insight. In taking this approach to authority, teachers and tutors risk 
"relinquish[ing] the power of pedagogy" (Grumet 1988, 115) — the 
capacity to share their knowledge of the world with students. 

Growing discussion of this nature has led feminist pedagogists to 
develop educating practices that recognize the contradictory nature of 
power. (To cite a writing center example, as tutors we are simultane- 
ously considered experts or "insiders" by students and novices or "out- 
siders" by faculty.) Moreover, they argue that these practices recognize 
that each of us as individuals constantly negotiates among many dif- 
ferent identities or subjectivities as we seek to empower students. 

As a result of this new movement, feminist pedagogists have begun 
developing another approach that moves away from traditional views 
of women (and writing tutors for that matter) in positions of author- 
ity. Though women have and do assert authority in the classroom, this 
authority often maintains forms of domination, silencing students 
under the disciplinary eyes of teachers (Walkerdine 1992, 19-20; Fried- 
man 1985; Grumet). 

However, rather than denying authority, argue these pedagogists, 
people who seek to enact a feminist pedagogy need to realize the need 
to women, and others to whom authority has been denied, to claim a 
different kind of authority. Feminist and civil rights activist bell hooks 
suggests that it is vital that this different kind of authority not be based 
in patriarchal concepts of power or stereotypical definitions of women. 
She writes, "The suggestion that women must obtain power before they 
can effectively resist sexism is rooted in the false assumption that 
women have no power" (1994, 90). Instead, she borrows from the work 
of Elizabeth Janeway to explain that one of the most important forms 
of power available to those who have been taught that demonstrating 
power is inappropriate (i.e., women, writing tutors, and students) is 
"the refusal to accept the definition of oneself that is put forward by 
the powerful" (quoted in hooks 90). Exercising "the power of disbelief" 
is a basic personal power that women from all races and classes and 
people like writing tutors and even our students need to understand 
as "an act of resistance and strength" (hooks 90-91). 

Importantly, refusing the definition of reality students and tutors are 
expected to assume first requires students and tutors to be open to talk- 
ing about their roles as constructs, and to make their relationship to each 
other and to the writing instructor explicit. Writing center educators and 
students need to be open not only to negotiation of these relationships 
but also tolerant of the contradictions and conflicts inherent in this kind 
of educational practice. Openness to this kind of questioning would also 
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extend to examining students' relationships to their writing — perhaps 
causing us to question, as Marilyn Cooper suggests, the extent to which 
students have any say in what or how they write. 

Moreover, rejecting the myth of students' ownership of their writing 
requires us to face students like Carlos steeled, not with the repressive 
rhetoric pervading much student-centered practice, but with the 
recognition that both of us — students and tutors — have a "plural 
personality," that we "operate in a pluralistic mode" (Anzaldua 1987, 
79). Anzaldua's suggestion is that tutors acknowledge that we all 
negotiate among multiple identities as we navigate within the 
university's or college's demands. We need to make that balancing act 
part of the conversation between students and tutors. As Gloria 
Anzaldua writes in Borderlands/LaFrontera (1987), in order to transcend 
dualistic thinking that maintains hierarchical relationships, we must 
develop "a consciousness of the Borderlands" (77) of the ways in which 
we experience and claim many identities, many cultures, and operate 
within and through these identities and cultures. "In attempting to 
work out a synthesis" of these many and often opposing powers, she 
writes, it is necessary for the self to create a new consciousness — a 
mestiza consciousness — from whose energy comes "continual creative 
motion that keeps breaking down . . . each new paradigm" (80): 

Soy un amasamiento, I am an act of kneading, of uniting and join- 
ing that not only has produced both a creature of darkness and a 
creature of light, but also a creature that questions the definitions 
of light and dark and give them new meanings. (81) 

I acknowledge that this view of authority does not assume, as most 
traditional feminist models do, that people (especially women and peo- 
ple traditionally defined as Other) develop best in a nurturing and safe 
atmosphere. This view of authority requires a more up-front relation- 
ship between educators and students: one that recognizes that open 
questioning and negotiation have a tremendous transformative, and 
sometimes discomforting, effect. Yet we must see this, as bell hooks sug- 
gests, as "a constructive sign of growth" (1994, 103). Carlos's experience 
in the university was not nurturing after all; it was not a kind place to 
him. How many times have I wondered if our experience together 
might have been different if I had taken a less passive role? If, instead 
of avoiding our differences, we had openly addressed them? The end 
result may still have been the same, but I cannot help wondering. Cer- 
tainly, he decentered my own understanding of what good tutoring is, 
and the struggle he provoked in me over my assumptions about being 
student-centered have led me from writing center work to feminist ped- 
agogy and back again. 
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Conclusion 

Writing centers balance on the boundaries between students and insti- 
tutions: At the same time students' private worlds and the public world 
of the institution are coming into conflict, so are writing tutors' roles 
as collaborators who understand the epistemological value of a writer's 
personal experiences and their roles as savvy insiders who demystify 
the complexity of academic discourse for student writers. Tutoring Car- 
los changed how I think about tutoring forever, and my concern with 
the language of student-centeredness in writing center discourse led me 
to an exploration of feminist pedagogy's attempts to rearticulate notions 
of authority in order to provide an alternative perspective of the ways 
we talk about issues of authority. 

What feminist pedagogy offers writing center educators is another 
conception of authority, one that might allow tutors to develop more 
active roles because it perceives educators and students as expressing 
authority that is varied, temporary, and mutually dependent on the 
other. It calls on tutors and students to question how their roles are 
defined and to open these up to negotiation, as well as to address the 
hidden but ever-present influence of students' writing instructors on 
their development as writers. It is the project of feminist pedagogy to 
create spaces where people, drawing on their lived experiences, can 
reflect on the social processes that have shaped them in order to cri- 
tique these social processes. My hope is that writing centers, long ded- 
icated to critique of the ways academic settings silence and subordinate 
students, may consider how the paths of these feminist teachers and 
writers may reflect and extend our own paths. 
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through a series of narrative essays, Briggs and 
Woolbright explore the stories that writing center 
directors and tutors encounter in their work with stu- 
dents. The essays look at various aspects of the writing cen- 
ter, including how tutors meet and work with students; how 
tutors interact with students whose opinions and political 
beliefs are different from their own; how tutors work with 
students whose instructors use methods that contrast with a 
tutor's; and how administrative structures frame and define 
the goals of a writing center. 

In addition to presenting these practical experiences, the 
editors also examine the use of narrative in academic writing. 
They believe that "story can offer an entree to our under- 
graduate and graduate students and send them a message 
that the language we use to construct our own lives is valued 
and valuable for teaching." By connecting their stories and 
personal insights to current theory, the authors capture the 
full array of interpretive frameworks used in the field. 

Anyone who has spent time in writing centers — as a direc- 
tor, tutor, or student — will appreciate the stories told here. 
Stories from the Center is a much-needed addition to the litera- 
ture on pedagogy,- .writing centers, and composition and is a 
novel contribution to the part narrative plays in the intellec- 
tual life of teachers and students. 
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